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Abstract 
Strategic renewal through the transfer and integration of new knowledge from 
the external environment is critical to the success of modern organisations.  Despite 
this, knowledge transfer is poorly understood at the individual level or in the non-
profit context. Managers of small social services are functionally isolated and 
typically have sole responsibility across all core business areas including identifying 
and incorporating new knowledge.   This research explored the mechanisms that 
trigger new knowledge awareness for non-profit managers, and the processes that 
they used to acquire and incorporate this knowledge into their organisations, through 
the lens of absorptive capacity and social network theory. 
Three research questions were addressed: what processes trigger new 
knowledge awareness for managers of small non-profit social service organisations, 
what processes do these managers use to acquire and assimilate new knowledge, and 
what is the structure and relational characteristics of a manager’s personal network 
for knowledge acquisition, assimilation and integration? An exploratory research 
design using a mixed methods approach was employed.  Six managers participated in 
a focus group, and 13 managers in individual interviews of which nine completed a 
four week network survey and a follow-up post-survey interview. The data was 
subject to thematic analysis and social network analysis. 
This research found that new knowledge was highly valued by managers of 
small social services.  The source and intensity of information triggers, particularly 
those of a regulatory nature, resulted in managers being vigilant for new information 
and prioritising knowledge acquisition despite scarce resources and time. The 
processes for acquiring, understanding and incorporating knowledge were iterative 
rather than linear and involved managers seeking information from multiple sources.  
External professional networks were critical to effective knowledge assimilation and 
integration processes in this context.   Most notable in the analysis of the professional 
networks were the findings that a mosaic of external complementary individuals was 
purposively engaged based on a range of functional and relational attributes, and that 
the level of importance attributed to an individual contact could vary depending on 
the knowledge type for which they were being accessed.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
“Knowledge is of two kinds.  We know a subject ourselves, or we know where 
we can find information on it” Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) 
 
This thesis focuses on the identification and transfer of new knowledge from 
the external environment into organisational activities and practices in non-profit 
organisations.  It explores this new knowledge transfer through the lens of absorptive 
capacity and social network theories. The capacity to absorb external information has 
been recognised as critical to firm survival (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009; Lane, Koka & 
Pathak, 2006).  However, research in the non-profit context and especially at the 
individual manager level is limited in this domain (Harvey, Skelcher, Spencer, Jas & 
Walshe, 2010; Volberda, Foss & Lyles, 2010).  The aim of this research is to 
contribute to theoretical and practical understanding of how new information is 
identified, acquired and assimilated by individual managers for the benefit of their 
organisation. 
 This chapter briefly describes the background of the study and the research context, 
and provides a problem statement.  The significance and scope of the research is 
outlined and finally the organisation of the remainder of the thesis is presented. 
1.1 BACKGROUND  
In a comment that is just as relevant now as then, Heraclitus (c.500BC) 
observed that we live in a world where the only thing that is constant is change.  
Today, the dynamic and complex operational environment makes seeking new 
information and adapting accordingly an imperative for business success.  Indeed, 
the process of strategic renewal is seen as an undertaking that has the potential to 
substantially affect an organisation’s long term prospects (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009). 
The pressure to keep pace in a changing world exists for all organisations 
whether they are privately or publically managed, but that does not mean that 
theoretical understanding and empirical research in these areas are necessarily inter-
changeable.  In his review of non-profit management, and consideration as to 
whether non-profit and for-profit management should be treated distinctly in terms of 
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management models, Anheier (2000, p. 14) concludes that “perhaps they are alike in 
all but what is important”.  
Not-for-profit, non-profit, third sector, voluntary, independent and NGO’s 
(non-government organisations) are all interchangeable names for the sector of 
organisations that are not part of government or operated to make a profit for their 
owners.  A working definition of the non-profit sector was developed by the United 
Nations (2003, p. 17) as “consisting of (a) organizations; that (b) are not-for-profit 
and, by law or custom, do not distribute any surplus they may generate to those who 
own or control them; (c) are institutionally separate from government; (d) are self-
governing; and (e) are non-compulsory”.  In this thesis, the sector and associated 
organisations meeting this description will be hereafter referred to as non-profit. 
Just like private and public sectors the non-profit sector is impacted by a 
rapidly changing political and economic environment that requires learning and 
adaptation (Lyons, 2001). In other regards, however, it has been argued that there are 
distinct social, economic and political factors in the non-market environment that 
differ from the market environment (Harvey et al., 2010; Rashman, Withers & 
Hartley, 2009).  The primary differences are born of multiplicity, in that non-profit 
organisations have complex objectives to achieve social outcomes rather than profit, 
and are accountable to a broad range of constituents and stakeholders (Anheier, 
2000).    
Non-profit management is an increasingly complex business employing a wide 
range of practices, regulations and technologies that require continual acquisition, 
assessment and assimilation of new knowledge. The adoption of new technologies 
and practices is viewed by many as essential to maintaining stakeholder support and 
subsequent financial support (Hailey, 2006).  While the management of knowledge 
has become a significant issue for all sectors of the economy and all scales of 
enterprises, little attention has been given to non-commercial enterprises such as 
public and non-profit agencies (Harvey et al., 2010; Rashman et al., 2009).   
1.2 STUDY CONTEXT 
In an overview of the Australian non-profit sector Lyons (2001, p. xi) reflected 
that many people think of the world they inhabit “as a duality: business and 
government” failing to recognise the presence of a sizeable non-profit sector. 
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  The non-profit sector in Australia has grown significantly in the past century 
and, although difficult to calculate, it was estimated in 2006-07 that there were 
around 600,000 non-profit organisations with approximately 59,000 of those 
estimated to be economically significant (Productivity Commission, 2010).  This 
sector is inclusive of organisations with a diverse range of interests and objectives 
including mutual associations, culture, arts and sporting bodies; educational and 
research institutions; professional and religious associations; and community and 
welfare organisations (Lyons, 2001).  As there are significant operational and 
regulatory variations between these different forms of non-profit institutions this 
research will focus on the particular subset of non-profit organisations that provide 
social services.  
In Australia, social services have a range of commonly used names including 
community organisations, charities, voluntary, and non-government organisations 
(Lyons, 1998).  In this research, use will be limited wherever possible to the term 
social services, following the international classification of non-profit organisations 
where social services are classified as covering a broad range of activities including: 
children, youth and family welfare and support services, services to the elderly and 
people with a disability, self-help and personal support services, emergency and 
relief, and income support and maintenance (United Nations, 2003, p. 94).  
Non-profit social service organisations are significant providers of welfare 
support throughout Australia, operating in a sector that receives more than $24 
billion per annum of public funding (Productivity Commission, 2010).  In Australia, 
the non-profit sector has been found to operate under a complex regulatory and 
compliance framework as a result of multiple government funding accountability 
measures (Productivity Commission, 2010). An incomplete and inconsistent census 
profile for the non-profit sector makes comparative statistics of the sector difficult, 
but it is known that the majority of Australia’s social service organisations are small 
and operating with constrained budgets and rising client needs  (Australian Council 
of Social Service, 2011).   
Managers of these small organisations are functionally isolated, with sole 
responsibility across the breadth of core business areas that all small business 
managers confront, including financial, staff and operational management (Lyons, 
2001).  They also have the additional roles of meeting complex stakeholder 
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accountabilities and public good regulations (Lyons, 2001). Consequently managers 
of small social services are challenged to maintain quality services and meet 
regulatory requirements with limited administrative resources, while keeping abreast 
of new practices, technology, policies and regulations in the current dynamically 
complex operating environment.   
1.3 RESEARCH PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY 
The aim of this research is to explore the mechanisms that trigger new 
knowledge awareness for managers of small social services and the processes that 
they use to acquire, assimilate and integrate this knowledge for the benefit of their 
organisation.  At a practical level, understanding of knowledge transfer processes in 
this context will assist in improving information dissemination and integration 
strategies in the non-profit sector and contribute to increased effectiveness and 
efficiency in the sector, as recommended by the Productivity Commission (2010). 
 An organisation’s capacity to recognise, value, assimilate, and apply 
externally sourced information to build its competitive advantage is known as 
absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).  Over the last twenty years, the 
concept of absorptive capacity has been well received and utilised, with the focus of 
research primarily in large organisations in the commercial sector.  Recently, the 
desire to understand knowledge acquisition and utilisation processes within small 
and medium enterprises (SME) has led to some research at that scale of organisation 
(e.g. Wang, Wang & Horng, 2010) and discussions have commenced as to its 
potential applicability to the non-commercial environment (Harvey et al., 2010).  
In their seminal work, Cohen and Levinthal (1990) identified that a firm’s 
absorptive capacity is built on individual members’ absorptive capacity.   It has been 
further suggested that individual absorptive capacity derives from a cognitive basis 
where prior knowledge serves to support knowledge acquisition and utilisation 
(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990), and that an individual manager’s capabilities  and skills 
have a role in scanning for and utilising new knowledge (Volberda et al., 2010) .   
Knowledge transfer is at the heart of absorptive capacity (Kogut & Zander, 
1992).  Following on from Sveiby’s (1997) conceptualisation of knowledge as the 
capacity to act due to information and skills, a socially constructed view of 
knowledge presents knowledge transfer as a process through which members 
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exchange, influence and create knowledge (Van Wijk, Jansen & Lyles, 2008). In 
exploring how individuals seek and obtain or transfer new knowledge within and 
between workplaces, the role of their social networks has been increasingly seen as 
relevant (e.g. Hansen, 2002; Higgins & Kram, 2001).  Social network theory 
contributes insights into relational dynamics in terms of such things as acquiring 
information (e.g. Granovetter, 1973) and socially situated learning (e.g. Lave & 
Wenger, 1991).  In small organisations, external formal and informal networks have 
been identified as important to organisational learning, due to the limited number of 
organisational members in that context (Anderson & Boocock, 2002).   
Little research has been conducted in the area of individual absorptive capacity, 
despite its acknowledged importance to the firm’s absorptive capacity (Jansen, Van 
den Bosch & Volberda, 2005; Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et al., 2010).  Clearly, if 
the construct of absorptive capacity is to be well understood, and potentially applied 
in other contexts, then it is important that knowledge of the antecedents and 
constructs as they relate to individuals be broadened.  
As will be reviewed in the next chapter, this research programme focuses on 
two aspects of new knowledge transfer.  Firstly, there is a key research gap in the 
understanding of information trigger mechanisms, and knowledge acquisition and 
assimilation processes at an individual level, particularly within a non-profit context.  
The following two research questions are formulated to address this first research 
gap:  
Research Question 1: What processes trigger new knowledge awareness for 
managers of small, non-profit social service organisations? 
Research Question 2: What processes do managers of small, non-profit social 
service organisations use to acquire and assimilate new knowledge? 
Secondly, there is a research gap in understanding what role social interactions 
or networks have at the individual manager level in terms of exchanging and 
incorporating new information into small organisations. To address this, the third 
research question focuses specifically on exploring the nature of social networks in 
knowledge transfer and integration into a non-profit organisation.  
Research Question 3: What is the structure and relational characteristics of a 
manager’s personal network for knowledge acquisition, assimilation and 
integration?  
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This study takes an exploratory approach to capturing the experiences of 
individual managers in terms of the events that triggered their need to acquire new 
knowledge, and their approaches to acquiring, understanding and integrating this 
knowledge.  A mixed method research design is used which includes collection of 
qualitative data through a pilot focus group interview and individual semi-structured 
interviews, and structural data through social network analysis.  This dual approach 
enables comparison of findings from thematic analysis with those obtained from 
network mapping and structural analysis. The scope of the study is limited to 
managers from social service organisations within one state, Queensland, in order to 
control for variability in the funding regulatory frameworks of different State and 
Territory Governments. 
1.4 RESEARCH SIGNIFICANCE 
This research project focuses on exploring strategic renewal of organisational 
knowledge at the individual level through absorptive capacity and social network 
theories.  In understanding the way in which functionally isolated non-profit 
managers acquire and incorporate new knowledge this study will contribute to 
existing literature in two ways.  Firstly, it will expand knowledge of managerial 
knowledge processes in the non-profit context and the ‘fit’ with current absorptive 
capacity models.  Secondly, it will make an important contribution to understanding 
the social dimensions of knowledge transfer activities at the individual level in small 
organisations.  
1.5 THESIS OUTLINE 
The remainder of the thesis follows the traditional order.  Chapter two provides 
a review of literature that relates to organisational learning, absorptive capacity, 
socially constructed knowledge and the role of networks in knowledge transfer. The 
research gaps and focus of the study are also outlined. Chapter three presents the 
research methodology followed by a description of the sampling approach, data 
collection, analysis methods and study limitations.  Chapter four presents the 
findings of the thematic analysis and social network analysis followed by the 
discussion of these findings in chapter five.  The final chapter presents the 
conclusions including theoretical and practical implications.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
The previous chapter presented the non-profit sector as the context for this 
thesis, and introduced the main theories of absorptive capacity and social networks as 
guiding its focus.  In this chapter a theoretical overview of the fields of 
organisational learning and organisational knowledge is given, in so far as they relate 
to modern organisations acquiring and using new knowledge to adapt to a rapidly 
changing operational climate.  This review then examines key literature on 
absorptive capacity, knowledge transfer as a social practice, and the role of networks 
in information seeking and learning.   The review focuses primarily on theoretical 
developments and empirical studies in these areas as well as exploring the gaps in the 
field of absorptive capacity with a particular focus on the relevance of these bodies 
of work to non-profit social service organisations. The final section of the chapter 
summarises the literature and outlines the theoretical framework for the study 
including a conceptual model.  It details the research questions to be considered and 
outlines the contribution of the study to the field of absorptive capacity.   
2.1 ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING  
 
At its broadest, organisational learning theory deals with the ways that an 
organisation (through its people) learns and adapts to changing conditions (Crossan, 
Lane & White, 1999) making it particularly relevant to the modern dynamic business 
environment.  With learning defined by Kim (1993, p. 38) as the act or process of 
“acquiring knowledge or skill”, it follows that the field of organisational learning 
informs the movement of knowledge into and within an organisation, and the 
understanding of the processes that enable the interpretation of the environment to be 
developed and responded to (Daft & Weick, 1984).   
From the first recognised reference to organisational learning made by Cyert 
and March (1963) the field quickly generated wide-ranging interest which resulted in 
a diverse range of approaches such as consideration of new insights or knowledge, 
new structures, new systems, actions or a combination of these (Fiol & Lyles, 1985).  
 8 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Importantly though, Fiol and Lyes (1985) identified that there were unifying ideas in 
these early approaches, including: 
 the importance of an organisation aligning with their environment to 
survive;  
 the contextual role of culture, strategy, structure and environments in 
learning; and 
 the importance of a distinction between individual and organisational 
learning.  
In regards to the distinction between individual and organisational learning, 
Kim (1993) recognises that despite, somewhat paradoxically, organisations being 
composed of individuals and only being able to learn through the experience and 
actions of individuals, the nature of organisational learning is more complex and 
dynamic than the sum total of individual learning.  The clear exception to this is for 
organisations with small numbers of people and a minimal structure, in which 
instances organisational learning is synonymous with individual learning (Kim, 
1993).   
In response to the continued diversity and fragmentation in the organisational 
learning body of literature, Shipton (2006) developed a useful classification or 
typology by defining two different types of research focus: individual/organisational 
and normative/descriptive.  The existing literature was categorised according to these 
typologies and the research placed into a quadrant in relation to the two axes (refer 
Figure 2-1). The x axis differentiates between the extent to which the research 
focuses on individuals (e.g.Argyris & Schon, 1978; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Senge, 
1990) or the organisations as a whole (e.g.Huber, 1991; Zollo & Winter, 2002).  The 
y-axis looks at the extent to which the research seeks to ‘prescribe’ a relationship 
between organisational learning and performance (e.g. Argyris & Schon, 1978; 
Crossan et al., 1999) or to ‘describe’ how organisational learning happens and to 
identify barriers and inhibitors (e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Zollo & Winter, 2002).  
Through this typology, Shipton (2006) creates a framework where the literature 
can usefully be seen for its areas of commonality rather than its diversity. When 
viewed through this framework, the study area of this thesis can be seen to sit within 
quadrant four, with a focus on individual learning within an organisational context, 
examined from an explanatory/descriptive perspective.   This set of literature will be 
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Quadrant 4 Quadrant 3 
discussed more fully in a later section but at this point it is important to note that this 
grouping not only has a focus on the individual in terms of individual cognition and 
learning but also from the perspective of the socially constructed nature of learning 
within an organisational environment and so includes such research themes as 
situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991); communities of practice (Brown & 























Regardless of research focus, the majority of research in organisational 
learning has been conducted in the private sector (Rashman et al., 2009).  Limited 
research on learning and knowledge transfer has been conducted in the non-profit 
sector (Bate & Robert, 2002) and as will be seen below, many of the studies that 
Figure 2-1 Categorisation of organizational learning research (adapted from Shipton, 
2006:235). 
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have been conducted in this area have focused on publicly administered 
organisations such as health services. In reviewing the available literature in this 
field, Rashman, Withers and Hartley (2009) argue that organisational learning is 
equally critical to success in the non-profit sector and that the research field is under-
developed in this context, which is of concern as the sector has sufficient differences 
such as different drivers, goals and stakeholder obligations to warrant context 
specific enquiry. The remainder of this section puts forward research that has 
specifically considered organisational learning in the non-profit context. 
  In his report on research findings on organisational learning in public sector 
organisations Brodtrick (1998) noted that traditional public sector organisations 
tended to manage to minimise risk, rather than facilitate innovation, and that learning 
usually occurred as a product of obeying top-down instructions, and working to 
compliance standards. In a framework where knowledge is power, and the power is 
centralised in management, Brodtrick (1998) observed that learning was more likely 
to occur when public sector (government) staff (including managers) were freed from 
centralised power structures and were able to engage as autonomous groups in 
addressing common tasks. 
In 1998, the UK government initiated the Beacon Scheme in local government, 
schools, and the National Health Service. The scheme was based on the assumption 
that organisational learning could be advanced through a competitive process of 
identifying successful organisations which would then disseminate their good 
practices. Rashman, Downe and Hartley (2005) found that learning in the Beacon 
Council Scheme was more modest than it might have been, but that this could be 
enhanced by improving the learning links between central and local government, 
giving greater consideration to the processes of knowledge acquisition and 
application by the receivers of knowledge as much as the disseminators of this 
knowledge, and by providing a greater emphasis on learning from innovation. In a 
review of several evaluations, Entwistle and Downe (2005) concluded that the 
relative success, or at least the persistence, of the Beacon scheme in local 
government was due more to its effect on morale and aspirations than any real 
improvement in learning.  
In reviewing the application of knowledge management strategies to address 
challenges with the transfer of knowledge into practice in the UK National Health 
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Service, Bate and Robert (2002) concluded that as a consequence of the strategies 
having been derived from private sector research findings, most of the knowledge 
management focus had been on IT solutions for knowledge storage rather than ‘soft’ 
issues such as communities of practice functioning.  While the knowledge 
management systems of the Health Service were data and information rich, the 
identified need was to focus on spreading knowledge, i.e. enhancing the capacity of 
staff to act rather than just providing them with information about best practice. They 
note the relevance to human service provision of private sector research that is 
focused on collaboration, communities of practice and networks in terms of 
knowledge generation and transfer to where it is required (Bate & Robert, 2002).  
With regards to research in the health sector, knowledge diffusion and 
innovation has been a key research focus (Greenhalgh, Robert, Macfarlane, Bate & 
Kyriakidou, 2004). However, in their review, Greenhalgh et al. (2004) determined 
that the biggest research gaps in the public health sector were understandings of the 
processes that ensured that innovations were implemented or sustained, and how they 
could be enhanced. In their health care based study, Ferlie, Fitzgerald, Wood and 
Hawkins (2005) found that social and cognitive boundaries can actually inhibit the 
spread of new knowledge in organisations, particularly where the professionals 
operate within an homogeneous discipline and operate within a uni-disciplinary 
community of practice.  
Overall, Rashman, Withers and Hartley (2009) determined that in 
organisational learning and knowledge research the literature indicated that learning 
is context specific, making it critical to define the boundaries of an organisation.  
They further note that the de facto assumption that research findings on 
organisational learning for commercial entities can be transferred directly to the 
public sector has been demonstrated to be flawed because of the lack of 
consideration of the effects of context. The consideration is that public organisations 
are a distinctive case, when compared to the private (profit-driven) sector, with key 
features that will influence organisational and inter-organisational learning. These 
features include susceptibility to policy and political change, and the complexity of 
demands from multiple stakeholders including direct service recipients; the broader 
community they serve, and funding agencies (Rashman et al., 2009).  
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2.1.1 Organisational knowledge and dynamic capability 
In many ways it is not possible to discuss organisational learning without 
including the field of organisational knowledge given the acknowledged, and perhaps 
not surprisingly contested, areas of overlap (Vera, Crossan & Apaydin, 2011).  
Knowledge has had a number of definitions throughout centuries of philosophy and 
literature, however for the purpose of this thesis, the action oriented definition of 
knowledge as “the capacity to act” due to information and skills (Sveiby, 1997 p.37) 
is used. A brief introduction to foundational works in the area of organisational 
knowledge is provided in this section with a more integrated discussion of research 
in the areas of inter-organisational knowledge sharing and knowledge transfer 
provided in a later section on social processes. 
A significant link between learning and knowledge is that “organizational 
learning depends on the interaction between different forms of knowledge” 
(Rashman et al., 2009 p.471). Knowledge is distinct from data and information in 
that knowledge relies on the ability to make distinctions and use judgement based on 
an appreciation of the context and/or theory whereas information can be more simply 
seen as data that can be ordered and displayed, (Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 2001).  
Polanyi (1966) first put forward a distinction between types of knowledge in his 
exploration of personal knowledge by noting that explicit knowledge can be 
articulated whereas tacit knowledge is intuitive and unarticulated.  This was later 
linked to organisational knowledge by Nonaka (1994) with his dynamic theory of 
organisational knowledge creation incorporating four modes: socialisation, 
externalisation, internalisation, and combination. So while knowledge is an 
individual capability, at the organisational level it can also be regarded as a collective 
capability (Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 2001).  This socially situated perspective of 
organisational knowledge was explored by authors such as Lave and Wenger (1991) 
and Brown and Duguid (1991).    
A divide has emerged in the organisational knowledge field between 
understanding knowledge as explicit and as a possession, and understanding tacit 
knowledge processes as a practice (Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008).  A distinct body 
of organisational knowledge research has now arisen in the field of knowledge 
management.  Knowledge management emerged as a field in the 1990’s from the 
fields of economics, strategic management and information management with a 
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resource based focus on knowledge as a key resource in a firm (Easterby-Smith & 
Prieto, 2008). It encompasses a large body of work that includes the management of 
knowledge with a focus on information storage, retrieval and transmission 
particularly from a technological perspective (Dalkir, 2011).   
Although the wider body of work in the area of knowledge management, which 
includes such aspects as information processing models (e.g. Huber, 1991), 
behavioural change at individual and organisational levels (e.g. Nonaka, 1994) and 
learning organisation literature (e.g. Senge, 1990), is not of direct relevance to this 
research programme, its evolution is important because of the link to the resource-
based view of the firm which recognises the transferability of a firm’s resources and 
capabilities (Barney, 1991).  The resource-based view of the firm was incorporated 
into the concept of dynamic capability by Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) to 
recognise that in turbulent environmental conditions a firm’s resources and therefore 
competitive advantage can change as a result of a firm’s capability to continually 
create, integrate and reconfigure resources.  Dynamic capability is the firm’s capacity 
to perceive opportunities and threats, seize opportunities and maintain 
competitiveness through reconfiguration of tangible and intangible assets including 
knowledge management (Teece, 2007).  
In the debate around the existence and relevance of dynamic capabilities Collis 
(1994) distinguished between first order capabilities that relate to basic functional 
activities and a second order that relate to dynamic improvement to the firm.  Winter 
(2003) pursued this further by examining three differing capabilities: zero-level 
which includes all capabilities exercised in conducting current operations, first-order 
or dynamic capabilities, as changes to those zero-level capabilities, and finally what 
he terms second order capabilities that are the associated high-level change in 
organisation routine or learned behaviour. In this work and that of Zollo and Winter 
(2002) the connection between organisational learning and dynamic capabilities was 
made explicit through the argument that learning is a second-order capability derived 
from dynamic capability.   
2.1.2 Organisational learning and knowledge: points of difference and overlap 
Overall in comparative terms, organisational knowledge has been summarised 
as having a content view of knowledge, where knowledge is an asset or a stock and 
the research objectives are focused on what is learned.  In contrast, organisational 
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learning has been described as being primarily interested in the underlying learning 
processes through which knowledge changes or flows (Vera et al., 2011).   
However, when considered as broad research fields there are several areas of 
overlap between organisational knowledge and organisational learning (Vera et al., 
2011). A key overlap is where learning is explored from a knowledge process 
perspective such as knowledge acquisition, creation, retention and transfer, 
particularly where the view of knowledge management as organic, through the role 
of people, group dynamics, social and cultural factors and networks, guides the 
research approach (Argote, 2005).  Two other important overlaps that exist between 
learning and knowledge research stem from research exploring socially constructed 
learning and knowing (Brown & Duguid, 1991; 2001; Kogut & Zander, 1992) and 
the consideration of learning and knowledge as occurring at the individual, group, 
organisational and inter-organisational levels (Crossan et al., 1999; Nonaka, 1994).  
It is in these areas of overlap, specifically in the space where knowledge and learning 
intersect around learning processes in identifying and acquiring external knowledge, 
and changing internal processes that the focus of this thesis is situated.  
2.1.3 Strategic renewal, external knowledge and absorptive capacity 
As discussed earlier, it is now an operational reality that organisations must 
seek out new information and learn and adapt to keep pace in a rapidly changing 
world.  This occurs through active engagement in strategic renewal which is seen as 
the “process, content and outcome of refreshment or replacement of an 
organisation’s attributes that have the potential to substantially affect its long term 
prospects” (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009 p.282).  Crossan, Lane and White (1999) sought 
to contribute a unifying theory to the fragmented field of organisational learning by 
focusing on the aspect of strategic renewal as the underlying phenomenon of interest.  
The 4I Model developed by Crossan et al. (1999) recognised organisational learning 
as: involving a dynamic tension between exploring new learning and exploiting that 
learning, multilevel (individual, group and organisational), linked by social and 
psychological processes (4I’s of intuiting, interpreting, integrating and 
institutionalising, and interactive in terms of cognition and action.   
While valuable in addressing progress from individual to organisational 
learning, the limit to the focus of Crossan et al.’s (1999) model is that it is 
predominantly internal with learning originating from individual insight and only 
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limited reference to the external environment. This model places the firm as the 
boundary in the learning environment rather than situating the organisation as part of 
a wider learning environment. In contrast, the theory of absorptive capacity (Cohen 
& Levinthal, 1990) has driven a body of work that has focussed on strategic renewal 
with particular regards to external information, and how individuals might identify 
and acquire such external or new information (Nemanich, Keller, Vera & Chin, 
2010).   
Absorptive capacity was defined by Cohen and Levinthal (1989, p. 569) as “the 
firm’s ability to identify, assimilate, and exploit knowledge from the environment” 
and has a focus on valuing external knowledge and bringing that into the 
organisation.  From a strategic renewal perspective it has been argued that absorptive 
capacity is a type of organisational learning that is specific to an organisation’s 
relationship with external knowledge (Sun & Anderson, 2010).  Equally, as will be 
expanded on in the next section, it is argued that absorptive capacity has been 
positioned as a dynamic capability with regard to transforming organisational 
routines and resources (Vera et al., 2011).    
As will be outlined below, the theory of absorptive capacity is a good fit in 
terms of the focus of this study on new knowledge; however this research 
programme is conducted from the perspective that, rather than being a distinct field, 
absorptive capacity is situated within the fields of organisational learning, 
organisational knowledge and dynamic capability.  This is an important perspective 
as it ensures that in adopting the absorptive capacity framework contributions from 
the three domains just reviewed are not neglected.   
2.2 ABSORPTIVE CAPACITY 
2.2.1 History of concept 
Absorptive capacity has been described as “one of the most important 
constructs to emerge in organizational research in recent decades” (Lane et al., 2006, 
p. 833), particularly as the capacity to learn, create and apply new knowledge is now 
considered to be one of the key elements for an organisation’s profitability and 
survival in the modern knowledge economy (López-Sáez, Navas-López, Martín-de-
Castro & Cruz-González, 2010). The term ‘absorptive capacity’ was first introduced 
to the research community by Kedia and Bhagat (1988) in a study of the effect of 
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culture on transfer of technology across nations. However it was Cohen and 
Levinthal’s (1989, 1990, 1994) contributions that resulted in them being widely 
acknowledged as the founding authors of this field of research. 
In their initial study, Cohen and Levinthal (1989, p. 569) reasoned that 
organisational research and development (R&D) not only drove innovation but also 
developed the ability of the firm to identify, assimilate, and exploit knowledge from 
the external environment, “what we call a firm’s ‘learning’ or ‘absorptive’ capacity”.  
In the following year, these authors described absorptive capacity and its relationship 
to individuals, their learning capabilities and the role of this in contributing to 
organisational capacity and organisational advantage (Cohen & Levinthal 1990).  In 
these initial works absorptive capacity is described as involving three key 
components: 1) recognising the value of new information, 2) assimilating that 
information, and 3) applying that information to commercial ends. Although 
producing a further paper on the advantage to an organisation of investing in 
absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1994), it is Cohen and Levinthal’s 1990 
paper that is most commonly considered to be the seminal paper that defined the 
construct (Lane et al., 2006).   
Since its introduction, the construct of absorptive capacity has been used across 
a broad range of organisational fields, and empirical work has been conducted in a 
diverse range of organisational settings (Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et al., 2010). 
absorptive capacity  has been explored in a broad range of areas including innovation 
(e.g. Tsai, 2001; Wang et al., 2010); strategic alliances (e.g. Flatten, Greve & Brettel, 
2011b; Lane & Lubatkin, 1998); collaboration (e.g. Muscio, 2007) and international 
business (e.g. Kedia & Bhagat, 1988; Park & Rhee, 2012) and across a broad range 
of private sector industries such as multi-national corporations (e.g. Minbaeva, 
Pedersen, Bjorkman, Fey & Park, 2003); private health clinics (Knudsen & Roman, 
2004); small, medium enterprises (Wang et al., 2010); and information technology 
(e.g. Lazaric, Longhi & Thomas, 2008; Nemanich et al., 2010). In itself, this is 
indicative that the concept of absorptive capacity has been well received and utilised 
over the last twenty years, particularly with regards to large organisations in the 
commercial sector.  However, as will be seen, this widespread adoption and 
application of absorptive capacity is not without its challengers.   
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2.2.2 Review and re-conceptualisations of absorptive capacity 
As stated, the large body of published work on absorptive capacity and the 
interest in its potential application to other areas is, at face value, indicative of the 
importance of the concept of absorptive capacity.  However there are also many 
criticisms that the routines and processes that make up absorptive capacity 
capabilities represent a ‘black box’ (e.g. Jansen et al., 2005; Lane et al., 2006; 
Volberda et al., 2010; Zahra & George, 2002).  It has been put forward by Lewin, 
Massini & Peeters (2011)  that absorptive capacity displays the markers of an 
umbrella concept where there is an emergent excitement stage, followed by research 
directed at validating the construct which in the absence of direct measures leads to 
work that seeks to reconceptualise or generate typologies.  
Several authors (Jansen et al., 2005; Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et al., 2010) 
contend that the measurement of absorptive capacity continues to be largely 
conducted through proxy measures of outcomes, such as R&D budgets or patents 
filed, due to a lack of thorough understanding and consideration of key antecedents 
to the construct.  To this end, it has been argued that the richness and value of the 
absorptive capacity concept is neglected (Jansen et al., 2005) and concerns have been 
raised at the inconsistent utilisation and application of absorptive capacity with 
suggestions of erosion of the original assumptions and definition or ‘reification’ 
(Lane et al., 2006) and subsequent calls for clarification of the key elements 
surrounding the construct itself (Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et al., 2010).  
Importantly, a lack of clarity surrounding the absorptive capacity construct poses 
problems in terms of application and measurement in other contexts. 
Concerns at inconsistent use of absorptive capacity and widely divergent 
applications led several authors (Lane et al., 2006; Todorova & Durisin, 2007; Zahra 
& George, 2002) to revisit Cohen and Levinthal’s original 1989, 1990 and 1994 
publications and seek to reconceptualise absorptive capacity. Over the last decade 
three new absorptive capacity models have been presented to the academic 
community each drawing on aspects of the original theory and subsequent research.  
In the first of these models (Figure 2-2) Zahra and George (2002) reconceptualised 
absorptive capacity as a dynamic capability drawing on the resource-based view of 
the firm put forward by Teece et al. (1997) where organisational change is essentially 
strategic in nature. Extending the three dimensions of identification, assimilation and 






















exploitation presented by Cohen and Levinthal (1990), Zahra and George (2002) 
identified four dimensions in the absorptive capacity construct and separated these 
into potential absorptive capacity (acquire and assimilate) and realised absorptive 
capacity (transform and exploit) with a number of antecedents and moderators.  
 
Figure 2-2 Model of absorptive capacity (adapted from Zahra and George, 
2002:192). 
 
 The model advanced by Zahra and George (2002), where potential absorptive 
capacity is facilitated by the antecedents of external knowledge sources and 
experience and moderated by trigger events, provides useful clarity for constructs of  
knowledge identification, acquisition and assimilation.  External knowledge sources 
are inclusive of a full range of inter-organisational relationships, and Zahra and 
George (2002) posit that the breadth and depth of these sources will positively 
influence the richness of exposure to new knowledge, given a sufficient level of 
complementarity for it to be valuable.  Past experience is identified as highly relevant 
to knowledge acquisition as experiences such as past successes in knowledge search 
areas will influence future behaviour.   The events that compel a knowledge seeking 
response, or activation triggers, are recognised in Zahra and George’s (2002) model 
as potential moderators in the relationship between knowledge seeking and potential 
acquisition.  These triggers can be internal in the form of an organisational crisis or 
external in the form of such things as technological shifts or changes in government 
policy. Although described at firm level, these precursors provide insight into critical 
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elements when considering external knowledge identification and acquisition at the 
individual level (Volberda et al., 2010).  For absorptive capacity to be realised, social 
integration mechanisms between members of the firm were identified as a critical 
moderator (Zahra & George, 2002).    
A different re-conceptualisation of absorptive capacity was presented by Lane 
et al. (2006) who put forward concerns that the construct of absorptive capacity had 
become objectified, or ‘reified’, in that the original meaning of the construct had 
become obscured and open to being adapted to fit each researchers needs.  To 
examine this concern, these authors firstly revisited Cohen and Levinthal’s 1989, 
1990 and 1994 papers and then critically reviewed existing absorptive capacity 
research themes both verifying the diverse range of contributions to the field and 
noting key limitations in it (Lane et al., 2006). In formulating a rejuvenated 
absorptive capacity construct  as presented in Figure 2-3, they identify that both a 
‘funnel’ function whereby knowledge is sourced broadly and then brought into the 
organisation (Cohen & Levinthal, 1989; Van den Bosch, Volberda & de Boer, 1999) 
and a ‘pipeline’ function where knowledge is efficiently exploited (Zahra & George, 
2002) are important.   
Through their analysis, Lane et al. (2006, p. 856) provide a more detailed 
construct definition that specifies that absorptive capacity is “a firm’s ability to 
utilize externally held knowledge through three sequential processes”, namely the 
recognition, assimilation and application of external knowledge through the three 
respective learning processes of exploratory learning, transformative learning and 
exploitative learning. In their rejuvenation of absorptive capacity, Lane et al. (2006) 
outline external drivers (environmental conditions, characteristics of internal and 
external knowledge and learning relationships) and internal drivers (mental models, 
structures and processes and organisational strategies) as well as acknowledging 
feedback loops between outputs and drivers.  
Importantly, for research in contexts beyond R&D, Lane et al.’s (2006) review 
revisits absorptive capacity outcomes and concludes that it is firm performance that 
is the critical outcome and that this relates to both commercial outputs such as 
products, services and patents and to knowledge outputs including scientific, 
technical and organisational knowledge.  This conceptualisation opens the way to 
exploring absorptive capacity in non-R&D contexts and therefore to reviewing, 
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testing and understanding the way in which absorptive capacity processes of 
identifying, assimilating and applying knowledge occur in other contexts. 
Figure 2-3 A process model of absorptive capacity, its antecedents and its outcomes 
(adapted from Lane et al., 2006:856). 
Finally, a third major review and re-modelling of absorptive capacity was 
presented by Todorova and Durisin (2007) who approached this by critically 
examining the Zahra and George (2002) re-conceptualization of absorptive capacity 
against Cohen and Levinthal’s (1989, 1990) original work.  From that examination, 
three of the key points that they contended were that a dimension of recognizing the 
value of new external knowledge is an important first component that should be 
reintroduced into the model; that the sequential concepts of assimilation and 
transformation should be conceptualised as parallel; and that feedback links should 
be included to more accurately convey the dynamic aspects of absorptive capacity 
(Todorova & Durisin, 2007).  Todorova and Durisin’s (2007) refined absorptive 
capacity model is presented in Figure 2-4 and addresses the authors key contentions 
as well as adding power relationships to the contingency factors in terms of valuing 
and exploiting new knowledge. 



























Assimilate Absorptive capacity 
Figure 2-4 A refined model of absorptive capacity (adapted from Todorova & 
Durisin, 2007:776). 
 
Given this range of conceptualisations of absorptive capacity it is clear that 
there is not simple agreement on the stages involved or the specifics of antecedents 
and moderators (Knoppen, Saenz & Johnston, 2011). This is not unexpected when 
revisiting absorptive capacity as a concept that overlaps aspects of: organisational 
learning in that it is specific to learning from external sources, dynamic capability in 
effecting organisational change in processes and resources, and the field of 
organisational knowledge through processes of assimilating and applying knowledge. 
The intersecting nature of these concepts has been widely acknowledged (Vera et al., 
2011) and contributes understanding to the points of difference. 
It has also been argued by Lichtenthaler (2009) that it is  equally possible to  
see commonality in the range of absorptive capacity conceptualisations through 
corresponding exploratory and exploitative learning (Lane et al., 2006) respectively 
with potential absorptive capacity  and realised absorptive capacity (Zahra & George, 
2002) with regards to firstly seeking and acquiring external knowledge and secondly 
transforming it. Either way, the differences or potential similarities across different 
absorptive capacity models remain largely conceptual at this point. Indeed, an 
attempt to empirically clarify absorptive capacity’s multiple dimensions has only 
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been recently undertaken with the development and validation of a firm level 
absorptive capacity scale by Flatten, Engelen, Zahra and Brettel (2011a).   
Limited development of absorptive capacity measures presents a significant 
challenge when seeking to apply the theoretical framework of absorptive capacity in 
a different context.  Certainly, a review of the absorptive capacity literature to date 
reveals that there are no established measures of absorptive capacity by which to 
consider new knowledge identification and acquisition at the individual level in the 
non-profit environment.   
However, despite the lack of established measures or an agreed model, some 
empirical absorptive capacity research has been conducted in small medium 
enterprises and with regards to individual absorptive capacity.  The next sections 
review the research that has been conducted to date, and research gaps in these 
specific areas of absorptive capacity including individual absorptive capacity, 
absorptive capacity in small medium enterprises and consideration of absorptive 
capacity in the non-profit context. The different conceptualisations of absorptive 
capacity will be revisited at the end of the chapter and consideration given at that 
point to the ‘best fit’ in terms of providing a theoretical framework to this research 
programme.   
2.2.3 Individual absorptive capacity 
Right from the start absorptive capacity was presented as a firm level construct 
that depended on the absorptive capacity of its individual members (Cohen & 
Levinthal, 1990).  In considering the individual level it has been suggested that 
individual absorptive capacity derives from a cognitive basis where prior knowledge 
serves to support knowledge acquisition and utilisation (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990), 
and that an individual manager’s capabilities  and skills have a role in scanning for 
and utilising new knowledge (Volberda et al., 2010).  The role of recognizing the 
value of new knowledge is important as a precursor to acquisition and is influenced 
by the individual manager’s embedded knowledge base and path-dependent 
cognition (Todorova & Durisin, 2007).  The importance of understanding individual 
absorptive capacity has been identified both because absorptive capacity is a 
multilevel construct and because it is individuals who serve key roles such as gate-
keeping and boundary-spanning (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Lane et al., 2006; 
Volberda et al., 2010).   
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 Despite the importance of individual absorptive capacity to understanding of 
the construct of organisational absorptive capacity Volberda et al. (2010) identified 
that little work has been undertaken in this area.  An extensive literature search 
undertaken for this thesis also confirmed that there are still very few studies that have 
been conducted in relation to individual absorptive capacity.  As presented below, 
such studies have tended to be small-scale qualitative research with a focus on the 
way in which individual level absorptive capacity relates to organisational absorptive 
capacity, rather than exploring specific dimensions, processes or antecedents to 
individual capacity itself. One such example is a case-study on knowledge transfer 
differences between two subsidiaries of a fortune 500 company by Hotho, Becker-
Ritterspach and Saka-Helmhout (2012) who examined how individual interactions 
impact organisation level absorptive capacity, concluding that the nature of social 
interactions (social cohesion and frequency) are directly relevant to firm level 
absorptive capacity. Although not focussed on individual absorptive capacity, this 
finding by Hotho et al. (2012) does support the importance of social interaction 
between individuals in facilitating knowledge transfer and organisational level 
absorptive capacity. 
There have been three recent individual level studies all in the context of 
enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems which are used to integrate company-
wide processes by transferring best practice models from leading firms.  In the first, 
Park, Suh and Yang (2007) adopted Cohen and Levinthal’s (1990) three dimensions 
(understanding, assimilating and applying knowledge) of absorptive capacity in a 
survey of 20 companies to examine the effects of individual absorptive capacity on  
ERP usage in Korean firms.  The three dimensions of absorptive capacity were each 
found to influence performance of ERP at the individual level although proxy 
measures of self-efficacy were used for assimilation items. As raised earlier, the lack 
of established measures for absorptive capacity and the ongoing use of proxies is a 
continuing issue in absorptive capacity research particularly in terms of not being 
able to build on prior research. 
In a multiple case-study design involving five large ERP vendors individual 
level assimilation was explored and individual absorptive capacity was presented as 
one of two moderators on key drivers including direct supervisors, performance 
evaluations, intrinsic motivation and perceived usefulness (Liu, Feng, Hu & Huang, 
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2011).  Notably, absorptive capacity was not a primary focus of the study but rather, 
as found by Lane et al. (2006),  the research fell within a body of work that makes 
reference to absorptive capacity but only focuses on a minor set of absorptive 
capacity dimensions and does not fully discuss the construct. Liu et al. (2011) did not 
define their meaning of individual absorptive capacity but rather made an association 
with personal motivation for engagement in training and thereafter referred to it as 
individual absorptive capacity.   
 The third ERP study focused on nine cases of information technology 
implementation in small medium enterprises (SME) in a developing country, to 
examine the interactions between individual knowledge and organisational 
knowledge processes in the development of absorptive capacity  (Sharma, Daniel & 
Gray, 2012).  Although their research also only used a minor set of absorptive 
capacity dimensions, in this case prior knowledge, the absorptive capacity construct 
was central to the study design and analysis and Sharma et al. (2012) clearly justify 
their finding that it is not just senior management support that is important in the 
development of organizational absorptive capacity, but that the level to which senior 
management is informed or knowledgeable is critical too.   
Finally two other papers have been published with a focus on individual 
absorptive capacity.  The first of these is a non-empirical article with a narrow focus 
by Da Silva and Davis (2011) that examines the individual research productivity of 
academics through the theoretical framework of individual absorptive capacity as a 
way of understanding individual creativity in that context. The second explored the 
development of a model and measure for absorptive capacity in order to examine the 
effect of personal networks on absorptive capacity and the exchange of strategic 
resources in SME consortia (Rejeb-Khachlouf, Mezghani & Quelin, 2011).  In their 
study, Rejeb-Khachlouf et al. (2011) identify a relationship between personal 
network size, absorptive capacity and access to strategic resources and given the 
direct relevance of the scope of their research to this thesis the research design and 
findings by these authors will be discussed more fully in the later section on SME’s 
and personal networks.    
Overall, as indicated by this review and others (Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et 
al., 2010) it is apparent that the work is limited, fragmented and that the area of 
individual absorptive capacity remains under-researched despite Cohen and 
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Levinthal’s (1990)  specific discussion of its relevance.  Concerns have been put 
forward that continued neglect of the individual level will result in an incomplete 
understanding of absorptive capacity (Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et al., 2010).    
2.2.4 Small medium enterprise learning and absorptive capacity 
Consideration of individual absorptive capacity and its relationship with 
organisational absorptive capacity as outlined above is particularly important in the 
small enterprise where individual absorptive capacity and organisational absorptive 
capacity could be regarded as closely matched.  Indeed, in their major review of the 
absorptive capacity concept, Volberda et al. (2010 p.940) quote Cohen and 
Levinthal’s 1990 paper that absorptive capacity is not resident in any single 
individual but add a qualifier “except in the case of one-person firms or very small 
organizations”.  Certainly in the early stage of an organisation’s growth, individual 
learning and organisational learning can be regarded as synonymous (Kim, 1993).  
These perspectives suggest that there is an importance to understanding the structures 
and processes by which an individual within an SME identifies and utilises external 
knowledge as a means of understanding absorptive capacity at the SME scale.   
SME’s are limited in their financial capital, possess simpler organisational 
routines and structures and consequently rely on one or, at most, a few individuals to 
identify and source new knowledge (Wang et al., 2010).  As the importance of 
SME’s in the economy has become apparent over the last 10 years there has been a 
small but steady increase in research into management learning in this area.  Notably, 
it has been demonstrated that in the case of SME managers, learning is typically 
context-specific, informal and interpersonal (e.g. Hill & Stewart, 2000; Morrison & 
Bergin-Seers, 2002; Murphy & Young, 1995).  It has also been suggested that while 
learning in SME’s can be significant it is more likely to be individual than 
organisational, an aspect usually regarded as undesirable in large organisations but 
which may in fact be appropriate to the small-scale setting (Anderson & Boocock, 
2002).   
Informal learning occurs as a result of both action and reflection and can be 
generated through a number of means including, self-directed learning, networking, 
coaching and mentoring (Marsick & Watkins, 1990).  In their model of informal and 
incidental learning, Marsick and Watkins (1990) identify the importance of external 
stimuli that trigger the individual to respond by interpreting the experience relative to 
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prior experience and formulating a solution relative to the context.  It is clear that the 
prior knowledge and experiences of the individual will significantly influence the 
capacity of the individual to determine possible solutions and assess outcomes.  Not 
surprisingly, management outcomes in a small organisation have been found to be 
closely linked to the skills and characteristics of the manager (Fuller-Love, 2006) 
highlighting the importance of understanding capacity at an individual level in the 
context of small organisations. 
The desire to understand knowledge acquisition and utilisation processes 
within SME has led to an increasing focus of research on knowledge, learning and 
growth at that scale of organisation (Macpherson & Holt, 2007).  Not surprisingly, 
given that absorptive capacity relates to competitive advantage and SME’s are often 
entrepreneurial or start-up firms, most of the absorptive capacity research has been 
related to innovation particularly in terms of research and development (Marcone, 
2012) and collaboration or clusters (Thorpe, Holt, Macpherson & Pittaway, 2005).  
As identified in the work on individual absorptive capacity the majority of this small 
body of SME literature makes limited reference to absorptive capacity, only partially 
referring to some of the absorptive capacity dimensions depending on the 
researcher’s focus but not presenting any major discussion of the dimensions.  The 
failure to be explicit about these elements means that the overall contribution of these 
works to absorptive capacity theory is limited. 
An exception to this is the study by Wang et al. (2010), which although only 
small, specifically uses an absorptive capacity model as a key focus in exploring 
organisation knowledge transfer by 49 bicycle manufacturers in Taiwan.  Using 24 
items to cover the underlying dimensions of absorptive capacity, their study 
identified that the owner’s absorptive capacity, particularly the depth and breadth of 
prior technical experience, had a critical role in the overall absorptive capacity of the 
SME.  Wang et al.’s (2010) study supports the importance of examining absorptive 
capacity in the context of small organisations and supports the need for further 
research. 
2.2.5 Absorptive capacity and the non-profit context 
More recently the relevance of absorptive capacity to a non-market or public 
environment has been reviewed (Harvey et al., 2010).  In that review it was identified 
that AC has not yet been applied to a non-profit environment even though there are 
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clear similarities in the need to translate environmental information into 
organisational competencies and activities through managerial knowledge processes.   
A current search of EBSCOhost under the broad search terms of ‘absorptive 
capacity’ AND ‘non-profit’ OR ‘not-for-profit’  provided no matches, but using the 
terms ‘absorptive capacity’ AND ‘public’, identified that there are now a very small 
number of papers that have applied absorptive capacity in the broader public sector, 
which includes government agencies.  Similar to the review of individual and SME 
research the focus of the current studies on absorptive capacity in the public sector 
varies greatly.  One study by  Cepeda-Carrion, Navarro, Martinez-Caro (2011) 
looked at public health knowledge processes in hospital-in-the-home units in Spain 
and explored the linking of different stages of absorptive capacity, through an 
internal process of unlearning, as a means of the organisations moving from old 
processes to the new.  In their study Cepeda-Carrion et al. (2011) developed 
questionnaire items to differentiate between different absorptive capacity dimensions 
and make a contribution with a finding that in the Spanish health setting potential 
absorptive capacity and realised absorptive capacity is mediated by unlearning 
processes.  
In quite a different context,  Hodgkinson, Hughes and Hughes (2012) applied 
absorptive capacity constructs to assist understanding of market orientation in public 
leisure management.  Although the authors draw on absorptive capacity measures, 
the research focus and findings are limited to understanding market orientation in the 
public sector and do not serve to inform the field of absorptive capacity. Following a 
different approach, Murray, Roux, Nel, Driver and Freimund (2011) put forward an 
argument for the theoretical application of absorptive capacity to the public sector 
management of conservation activities, and in doing so identify the potential 
relevance of absorptive capacity to knowledge transfer in that sector.  A primary 
weakness in their proposal of absorptive capacity as a unifying framework for 
ecosystem management is that Murray et al. (2011) only use a few selected concepts 
of absorptive capacity: prior related knowledge, the value of informal knowledge 
transfer, the need for motivation and intensity of effort and the importance of 
gatekeepers.  Although these concepts may provide sound management guidance 
they do not reflect the fullness of absorptive capacity but rather Lane et al.’s (2006) 
concerns regarding reification of the construct.  
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Finally, Riemenschneider, Allen, Armstrong & Reid (2010) focus on the 
absorptive capacity dimensions of acquisition and assimilation, in the context of U.S. 
government IT departments, with regards to manager’s view of the external 
environment and absorption of new information. Because of the scale of organisation 
within which this study was undertaken, the findings by Riemenschnieder et al. 
(2010) that absorptive capacity was significantly related to departmental disposition 
to change and perceived level of integration among state departments offers little to 
understanding absorptive capacity in small scale operations.  However a third finding 
that the perceived level of hostility of the external environment was negatively 
related to potential absorptive capacity at the individual level of chief information 
officer could also be applicable in the context of a small organisation with a sole 
manager. 
As indicated throughout the review of empirical work above, there is a 
presenting issue in absorptive capacity research where absorptive capacity 
dimensions are not clearly defined or are inconsistently or incompletely utilised.  To 
ensure clarity in this thesis, an outline of the absorptive capacity dimensions that 
provide the theoretical framework to this research programme will be presented at 
the end of the chapter. Prior to that, the next section reviews relevant literature on the 
social dimensions of knowledge construction and transfer.                                        
2.3 SOCIALLY CONSTRUCTED KNOWLEDGE, KNOWLEDGE 
TRANSFER AND LEARNING  
2.3.1 Organisational knowledge transfer 
The discussion so far has reviewed the relevance and implications of 
organisational learning, knowledge and absorptive capacity to the capability of an 
organisation to adapt to change and to maintain a competitive advantage through 
strategic renewal. For any of this to occur there must be a transfer of knowledge 
either into or within the organisation (Kogut & Zander, 1992).  
Organisational knowledge transfer has been defined as the process through 
which organisational members “exchange, receive and are influenced by the 
experience and knowledge of others” (Van Wijk et al., 2008 p. 832).  This is a 
socially constructed view of knowledge within the firm where it is seen as a 
capability that rests in the organising principles of individual and group relationships 
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(Kogut & Zander, 1992). As has been discussed earlier an alternate view that is not 
being reviewed here is the resource-based focus on knowledge as a commodity that 
can be stored and strategically managed (Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008).  The 
socially constructed view has been used in studies that focus on knowledge as 
something that can be accessed (Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004), shared (Hansen, 1999; 
Tsai, 2001), flow (Schulz, 2003), or be created (Nonaka, 1994) by people. Blackler 
(1995) revised the concept of knowledge as knowing, and analysed it as an active 
rather than static process that, due to relational dynamics, is mediated, situated, 
provisional, pragmatic and contested.   
The characteristics of knowledge itself in terms of whether it is tacit or explicit 
have also been found to have an impact on ease of transfer (Van Wijk et al., 2008).  
As outlined earlier, tacit knowledge is identified as the highly personal knowledge 
that is difficult to communicate, as famously conveyed by Polanyi (1966, p. 4) “we 
can know more than we can tell”.  As a rule, tacit knowledge has been found to be 
much more difficult to convey than explicit knowledge (Inkpen & Wang, 2006). 
When considered from an organisational perspective tacit knowledge is the 
knowledge that is internalised and requires social mechanisms to externalise 
(Nonaka, 1994).   Lane and Lubatkin (1998) propose that the inter-firm transfer of 
more tacit elements, the ‘how and why’, requires a far more interactive approach 
than the transfer of observable and articulable knowledge that can be transferred 
through passive means such as journals and seminars or through tools such as bench-
marking.  
In addition to the notion of tacit and explicit knowledge, some knowledge has 
also been termed sticky with regards to the difficulty and cost of transfer (von Hippel, 
1994). The stickiness of knowledge is related to a number of factors beyond the 
nature of the information itself, including the attributes of both the knowledge seeker 
and provider and the context in which the transfer takes place.  Szulanski (1996) 
identified that the three most important contributors to stickiness are the recipient’s 
lack of absorptive capacity; uncertainty or ambiguity about the cause-effect 
relationship; and a ‘distant’ relationship between the source and recipient. 
A focus on the collective knowledge sharing practices employed to support the 
transfer of more complex tacit and sticky knowledge was shown by Brown and 
Duguid (2001) in exploring networks of practice, and earlier by Lave and Wenger’s 
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(1991) work on situated knowledge and communities of practice.  Similarly, the 
notion of community members arriving at changed understanding through shared 
practice is captured in the group level integrating stage in Crossan, Lane & White’s 
(1999) 4I model of organisational learning discussed earlier. 
The importance of social interactions are a critical part of the theory of 
absorptive capacity, where Cohen and Levinthal (1990) outline a trade-off that must 
occur between the outward looking (identify and acquire) components of absorptive 
capacity and the inward looking (communicate, transfer and exploit) components.   
They outline how the organisation’s absorptive capacity is dependent on links 
between individual capabilities within the firm where sufficient knowledge overlap 
will facilitate interactions that will “augment the organization’s capacity for making 
novel linkages and associations”  (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990 p.133).   
The advantages of intra-organisation knowledge transfer that have been 
identified, are the opportunities for mutual learning and the creation of new 
knowledge (Tsai, 2001) as well as a contribution to the firm’s performance outcomes 
(Van Wijk et al., 2008).  Not surprisingly however given the rapidly changing 
operating environment, there has been an increase in organisations engaging in inter-
firm knowledge exchanges and the transfer and acquisition of new knowledge 
through strategic alliances, joint ventures and partnerships (Knoppen et al., 2011).  
Given the associated risk of exploitation, transferring knowledge between firms has 
been found to be more complicated than within-firm knowledge transfer (Inkpen & 
Tsang, 2005) and the overall contribution to performance outcomes is less than for 
intra-firm knowledge transfer (Van Wijk et al., 2008).  Research into this area will be 
reviewed next.    
2.3.2 Inter-firm learning and knowledge transfer 
The idea of inter-firm learning alliances was increasingly explored in the late 
1980’s as research into joint venture activity began to broaden from dominant 
perspectives such as transaction cost towards consideration of organisational learning 
(Kogut, 1988).  The primary principle behind such alliances is that acquiring and 
utilizing a partner’s knowledge will speed capability development and minimize the 
risk of exposure to technological uncertainties (Grant & Baden-Fuller, 1995).  The 
ideal characteristics of a partner organisation were explored by Lane and Lubatkin 
(1998) who identified that one firm’s ability to learn from another is dependent on 
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the similarity of their knowledge bases (know-what), organisational structures 
(know-how) and the dominant logic (know-why).   
Not surprisingly, given the focus on valuing, acquiring and assimilating 
external knowledge, absorptive capacity has been seen as an appropriate concept in 
the context of inter-organisational knowledge transfer and several studies have been 
conducted from this perspective (e.g. Lane & Lubatkin, 1998; Lane, Salk & Lyles, 
2001). Lane and Lubatkin’s (1998) study revised absorptive capacity from a firm 
level construct, to one of relative absorptive capacity that is determined by the 
relative characteristics of both firms engaged in a learning dyad.  In their work they 
contended that relative absorptive capacity is an important dyad-level construct.  In 
exploring the fit of absorptive capacity to international joint ventures Lane, Salk and 
Lyles (2001) added constructs of flexibility, joint venture strategy and training 
competence to absorptive capacity model and found support for knowledge 
understanding and application.  The authors also added constructs of trust and 
relative absorptive capacity and identified that while relative dimensions were 
associated with learning, trust was found to be associated with performance but not 
learning, suggesting that the importance of trust is perhaps linked to the risk of 
opportunistic behaviour (Lane et al., 2001).    
A separate but related process that has been explored is ‘reciprocal learning’ 
where organisations’ knowledge and skills are blended to jointly develop new 
knowledge, capabilities or products (Lubatkin, Florin & Lane, 2001). Reciprocal 
learning builds on Lane & Lubatkin’s (1998) relative absorptive capacity construct 
but reasons that outside of a student-teacher dyad, participation requires a similar 
vision and motivation but different commercial objectives and characteristics of a 
‘good’ partner i.e. one committed to co-operation and co-learning, with a trustworthy 
reliable reputation (Lubatkin et al., 2001).  
Grant and Baden-Fuller (2004) extended this discussion by proposing a 
distinction between acquiring knowledge in order to assimilate it and accessing 
knowledge in order to reconsider and exploit one’s own knowledge differently.  In 
studying this distinction in buyer-supplier relationships a formal contract was found 
to be more important in acquiring knowledge, but trust in partner competence was 
more important when accessing knowledge (Lui, 2009). This is aligned with Becerra, 
Lunnan and Huemer’s (2008) study of alliance partners and the differences between 
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explicit and tacit knowledge sharing in terms of trustworthiness and risk.  In that they 
identified that the transfer of explicit knowledge is closely associated with a firm’s 
willingness to take risk, whereas the transfer of tacit knowledge is related to high 
trustworthiness (Beccera et al., 2008).   
The complexity of inter-organisational learning due to differing organisational 
boundaries, cultures and processes has been clearly identified (Easterby-Smith, Lyles 
& Tsang, 2008).  Overall, it is proposed that the success or otherwise relies on the 
nature of the interaction between partners, with the greatest learning likely to occur 
when there are collaborative learning strategies in  place that include transparency 
and receptivity (Larsson, Bengtsson, Henriksson & Sparks, 1998).  In their study of 
dyadic knowledge transfer, Lane and Lubatkin (1998) also identified the importance 
of similarity in knowledge bases and knowledge-processing systems or ‘know how’ 
of the partner firms to inter-firm learning.  
The idea that inter-organisational knowledge sharing is difficult is not 
surprising given the tension between being open enough to be viewed as a good 
partner and still get ahead in a race to learn (Larsson et al., 1998).  In their work they 
present a framework of different learning strategies and associated learning outcomes 
and test it against existing case studies and surveys concluding that dynamics such as 
power and opportunism can close down learning processes whereas prior-related 
interactions, trust and long-term orientation can empower collective learning 
dynamics.  Lubatkin, Florin and Lane (2001) pursue a similar line of reasoning in 
their model of reciprocal inter-firm learning which outlines processes of learning to 
learn, trust, specialise and finally co-discover within successive learning cycles as a 
means of knowledge creation rather than acquisition or transfer.  
Given the tensions between knowledge protection and knowledge creation, 
knowledge exchange can be considered a multi-dimensional construct where 
participants seek different types of information: learning where, learning what and 
learning how (Oliver & Kalish, 2012).  Overall, important antecedents to inter-
organisational knowledge transfer have been presented in a framework of influencing 
factors by Easterby-Smith, Lyles and Tsang (2008) which includes: 
 knowledge attributes such as tacitness (Nonaka, 1994) and stickiness 
(Szulanski, 1996);  
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 organisational attributes such as absorptive capacity (Cohen & 
Levinthal, 1990), and motivation to learn (Hamel, 1991) and teach 
(Ko, Kirsch & King, 2005);  
 inter-organisational dynamics including power relations, trust and risk, 
social ties and relationship structures (Beccera et al., 2008). 
Although much of this research has been conducted at the firm level ultimately 
inter-firm knowledge transfer requires that there are personal knowledge connections 
at the individual level between alliance partners (Inkpen & Wang, 2006).   It is these 
connections or relationships that facilitate new knowledge sharing and 
communication and lay the foundation for transformation of individual knowledge 
into organisational knowledge.  While the inter-organisation relationship factors  
discussed above such as trust are important, research has shown that the informal 
social ties between individuals can be even more important for knowledge flows 
(Bell & Zaheer, 2007; Hansen & Løvås, 2004).  In their cross-industry study Kale, 
Singh & Perlmutter (2000) identified that wide-ranging, continuous and intense 
contact between individual members of alliance partners leads to the best learning 
achievements.  The finding that willingness to engage and participate was increased 
where mutual trust, respect and friendship was present at the individual level was 
consistent with an earlier study by Zaheer, McEvily and Perrone (1998). 
In small firms, the sourcing of external knowledge has been shown to be highly 
dependent on the owner-manager’s capacity and willingness to engage in knowledge 
sharing (Jones & Macpherson, 2006). In the context of these smaller firms a 
preference has been shown for learning through formal and informal business and 
social networks (Anderson & Boocock, 2002).  The role of social networks in 
knowledge transfer will be reviewed in the next section. 
2.4 SOCIAL NETWORKS 
2.4.1 Background 
 
Social networks are a product of types of relationships and connections and as 
such are viewed within social network theory as consisting of a set of actors, or 
‘nodes’ that may be individuals, groups or societies, and the relations, or ‘ties’ 
between these nodes e.g. individual to individual or individual to group (Knoke & 
Yang, 2008).  In forming a tie between actors, relations have both form and content, 
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where form is the mode of interaction, and contents are the purpose or drives of 
actors in an interaction.  Relational content can be operationalised in many ways, 
including attitudes (liking, respect), roles (kinship, authority) interactions (playing) 
and transactions (transfer of material and non-material resources) (Wasserman & 
Faust, 1994). Importantly, the form of these ties can be either directional or non-
directional in terms of origin and destination, for example transferring information 
from one actor to another is representative of a directional tie; and the ties can be 
dichotomous or valued, where a range of values can be related to tie strength, 
intensity or frequency of contact between actors.  
As outlined by Knoke and Yang (2008 p.4) identifying and examining the 
structural form and contents of relations among actors is “central to the theoretical 
and methodological agenda of network analysis”.  A particular network can be 
identified by observing a specified type of relations between a fixed set of actors e.g. 
study network, professional network or family network. Where the focus is on a 
single focal actor that actor is called ‘ego’ and the set of nodes that have ties with the 
ego are called ‘alters’.  A network that represents an ego and associated alters is 
called an ego-network. As particular types of relations or ties are specified by a 
researcher when collecting network data it is important to maintain awareness that it 
is the researcher that defines the network in order to best address a research question 
and provide explanatory theory (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011).  Equally a network is not 
regarded as permanent but rather consisting of social ties that can be categorised as 
either relating to an ‘event’ such as an interaction or transaction or relating to a 
‘state’ such as kinship, role, cognitive (knows of, or about) or affective (likes, 
dislikes).  Borgatti and Halgin (2011) describe both these tie types as analogous to 
pipes that support or constrain the flow or exchange of resources between nodes. 
2.4.2 Networks and organisational research 
A review by Borgatti and Foster (2003) of network literature as it relates to 
organisational research highlighted the extensive application of network theory to 
both explanatory mechanisms of how network ties function and explanatory goals in 
terms of addressing what is being explained. Two foundational network theories in 
terms of network mechanisms are strength of weak ties by Granovetter (1973) and 
structural hole theory put forward by Burt (1992).  In studying people seeking 
employment Granovetter (1973) identified that the value in terms of novel 
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information came from an individual’s weak ties, characterised by those ties that 
formed from an acquaintance-type bridging link to a person. From a slightly different 
perspective the structural hole theory viewed the ego network and identified that the 
shape of an individual’s network can determine the value of novel information in as 
much as where an ego’s alters are all connected to each other there may well be 
redundant information, but when some alters are not connected (structural holes) 
then the ego will be likely to receive non-redundant information (Burt, 1992).  
Understanding the function of relations or ties is seen as particularly important to 
explaining the way in which individuals are successful in searching (looking for and 
identifying) and transferring (moving and incorporating) knowledge (Hansen, 1999).   
An alternative view of explanatory mechanisms is from the perspective of the 
flow of resources through social ties or connections. Different kinds of ties and  
relational characteristics such as knowing, valuing and gaining timely access to 
another person’s knowledge has been found to influence capacity for gaining 
resources such as information seeking (Borgatti & Cross, 2003).  The concept of 
networks providing personal supports is long-standing in social psychology and 
underpins social support research (Wills & Shinar, 2000) and social resource theory 
applications (Tornblom & Kazemi, 2012).  Much of the research into the value of 
connections is explored under a collective banner of social capital which broadly 
encompasses the idea of personal and group benefits through social membership 
(Borgatti & Foster, 2003).  
From an organisational perspective Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) considered 
the role of social capital in the creation of new intellectual capital and subsequent 
organisational benefits.  This work identified three key dimensions of social capital: 
a structural dimension that refers to the pattern of connections in terms of the 
presence of ties and network configuration, a relational dimension that includes 
factors such as trust, obligations and identity, and a cognitive dimension that refers to 
shared representations and language (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).  This framework 
of social capital was applied theoretically by Inkpen and Tsang (2005) to intra- and 
inter-organisational  knowledge transfer networks where they identified distinct 
differences across network types and differing conditions that impact the social 
capital dimensions.  Importantly this work suggests that organisational network 
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research cannot make assumptions of uniformity across different network types but 
rather needs to be approached from a contextual perspective (Inkpen & Tsang, 2005). 
2.4.3 Network relations and resource exchange in knowledge networks 
In exploring how individuals may seek and obtain, or transfer, new knowledge 
within and between workplaces, the role of their social networks has been 
increasingly seen as relevant (e.g. Hansen, 2002; Higgins & Kram, 2001; Katz, 
Lazer, Arrow & Contractor, 2004).  The role of social networks within the workplace 
has been explored across a broad range of management areas although primarily in 
large organisations for example, job performance (Sparrowe, Liden, Wayne & 
Kraimer, 2001), team effectiveness (Reagans, Zuckerman & McEvily, 2004) 
supporting collaboration within and between organisations (Cross, Borgatti & Parker, 
2002), networks of practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001) and technology adaptation 
(Bruque, Moyano & Eisenberg, 2008).   
Network relations in organisations have been found to provide access to 
resources that might not otherwise have been available.  In their review of network 
research on entrepreneurship Hoang and Antoncic (2003) identified that a key benefit 
of professional networks is found to be the access they provide to business 
information, problem solving and advice with some contacts providing more than 
one of these resources.  Jenssen and Koenig (2002) also found that resources such as 
finance and motivation are able to be accessed through network relations. 
Researchers in the field of socially situated practice in organisation learning have 
found that networks of practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001), communities of practice 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991) and less formal network arrangements (Marsick & Watkins, 
1990) play a key role in the transmission of ideas and practice through interaction 
and mutual engagement between entities.  Even in an age of information technology 
there is evidence that people turn to other people ahead of data management systems 
and the internet  for ‘actionable’ knowledge that will help them make progress in 
specific projects (Cross & Sproull, 2004).   
Cross, Borgatti & Foster (2002) conducted a network study on how five types 
of social relations identified as informational benefits (solutions, meta-knowledge, 
problem reformulation; validation and legitimation) were related to one another, and 
induce network properties and shapes, for 16 human resource managers within a 
large healthcare organisation.  Based on an earlier qualitative study they found the 
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informational benefits formed a uni-dimensional scale where a contact that provides 
any given benefit is likely to provide all the benefits lower on the scale.  In a 
qualitative study of 40 managers within a large multi-site accountancy firm Cross 
and Sproull (2004) also identified that in securing actionable knowledge, defined by 
them as the knowledge that leads to immediate progress in a project, 95% is secured 
through information relationships but that of the five identified knowledge types only 
three were provided by any one person, and that for problem reformulation and 
validation types the relationship was characterised by greater intimacy.  Egocentric 
network surveys were conducted in a second, quantitative stage of their study to 
measure characteristics of tie strength, expertise, willingness to engage and the five 
components of actionable knowledge identified in study one.  Tie strength and 
willingness to engage was found to be important in predicting problem solving, and 
expertise was found to be important in predicting the other components (Cross & 
Sproull, 2004).  
This work suggests that advice networks are multi-dimensional and that 
relational characteristics such as strong and weak ties may both be valuable in 
providing distinct and different resources.  Jack (2005) conducted a qualitative study 
of entrepreneurs and identified the importance of strong ties across all forms of 
knowledge and information access including business generators.   The use of 
frequency of interaction as a measure of strong ties was also challenged with the 
finding that relational characteristics such as respect, knowledge of the individual, 
familiarity and trust are important elements of strong ties and allow for a tie to be 
strong even with infrequent contact (Jack, 2005). 
When looking at characteristics of social ties, research on homophily finds that  
the contact between two people with similar attributes such as gender, culture, age is 
more likely to be higher, and therefore the flow of relational content greater 
(McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 2001).  Physical proximity has also been found 
to increase the probability of interaction although Amin and Roberts (2008) highlight 
that relational proximity can also be struck at a distance and therefore should not be 
treated as an interchangeable concept with physical proximity in terms of knowledge 
processes.  Borgatti and Cross (2003) found that knowing what a person knows 
(knowing), valuing what they know (valuing), and being able to gain access (access) 
are important predictors of choosing where to knowledge seek.  Levin & Cross 
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(2004) added to this with an ego-centric survey of knowledge exchange that 
supported the hypothesis that at the inter-personal level benevolence and 
competence-based trust improve knowledge exchange and that competency-based 
trust was more important for the transfer of tacit knowledge. Other studies that have 
explored the role of trust have identified that it plays a considerable role in  
knowledge exchange (Beccera et al., 2008; Lui, 2009).   
As with absorptive capacity research, the majority of research to date into the 
use of networks to access resources has been undertaken in the private sector and 
there is little research about how non-profit organisations acquire resources through 
networks to support organisational outcomes.  One study undertaken by Eng, Liu and 
Sekhon (2012) used a case study approach to explore how relationally embedded 
network ties are used to acquire resources in three large non-profit organisations 
(>500 employees). The authors identified that in these cases social mission provided 
an altruistic advantage as well as enhancing perceived trustworthiness and therefore 
aided in mobilising resources. (Eng et al., 2012).  
2.4.4 Small medium enterprises and personal networks  
Discrete network studies have been conducted within small organisations in 
such areas as formal inter-organisational networks (Tell, 2000), personal contact 
networks of owners (Jack, 2005) and network content (Shaw, 2006). These studies 
confirm that networks are used extensively in knowledge and information transfer 
but there are still significant gaps in understanding the content and dynamic of 
personal learning networks of small organisation managers. 
In a review of research on networks and success factors for entrepreneurial 
ventures the ability of the manager to acquire resources from outside the firm has 
been found to be important to the growth and success of small entrepreneurial 
ventures (Chauvet, Chollet, Soda & Huault, 2011).   
As discussed earlier one study that specifically looked at the personal networks 
of SME businesses and absorptive capacity was undertaken by Rejeb-Kahchlouf, 
Mezghani and Quelin (2011).  Their quantitative study of 55 SME members of 
export consortia in Tunisia tested a hypothetical model of relationships between 
network measures (network size, density, strength, indirect ties and range of ties), 
access to strategic resources, absorptive capacity and transfer of good practices. The 
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study identified that network size; weak ties and absorptive capacity are positively 
related to accessing strategic resources.  Absorptive capacity was found to be 
positively related to the inter-organisational transfer of good practices whereas the 
hypothesis that resource access would be positively related to good practice was not 
supported (Rejeb-Khachlouf et al., 2011).   
The research by Rejeb-Khachlouf et al. (2011) is valuable in providing 
consideration of the relationship between personal networks and individual 
absorptive capacity in an inter-firm context, however their model assumed that 
absorptive capacity is one latent construct made up of four variables rather than 
measuring how the personal network may relate and potentially differ across the four 
different dimensions of knowledge acquisition, assimilation, transformation and 
exploitation in the absorptive capacity model.  This study also fails to give 
consideration to the role of social integration mechanisms as a moderator between 
assimilation and transformation that is a critical component of the Zahra and George 
(2002) model used by the researchers. 
Zahra and George (2002) identify the importance of knowledge sharing and 
interpretation within the firm explicitly in their model where potential and realised 
AC is moderated by social integration mechanisms.  Other key reviews of the AC 
model also identify the importance of social interactions to transform and exploit the 
new knowledge (Lane et al., 2006; Todorova & Durisin, 2007) and Todorova and 
Durisin (2007) argue that social integration mechanisms should be seen as 
contributors to knowledge identification and acquisition not just transformation and 
exploitation.   
Critically, all the absorptive capacity conceptualisations view that the social 
mechanisms related to transformation and exploitation of new knowledge occur 
internally within an organisation and between firm members.  However, 
consideration has not been given to how owner/ managers of small organisations 
undertake social processes of problem solving, transforming and incorporating new 
knowledge at an individual level, and what role external social interactions play in 
these dimensions of the absorptive capacity model.    
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2.5 GAP ANALYSIS AND SUMMARY  
In a rapidly changing operating environment it is now an operational reality 
that all organisations need to be aware of new information and actively engage in 
strategic renewal of their processes and attributes (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009).  The 
theory of absorptive capacity presents a model where a firm’s competitive advantage 
is determined by its ability to identify, assimilate and exploit knowledge from the 
environment (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).  Although conceptualised and reviewed in 
the private sector a case for the relevance of the absorptive capacity theory to non-
market contexts has been presented (Harvey et al., 2010).  As reasoned in this 
literature review, by adopting the broader outcome of ‘firm performance’ put 
forward by Lane et al. (2006) rather than the original ‘competitive advantage’ the 
remainder of the theory has conceptual relevance and offers a potentially valuable 
framework for understanding and supporting strategic renewal in the non-profit 
context.  To date however, there is limited empirical research in the area of 
absorptive capacity and non-profit organisations and research into the fit of the 
absorptive capacity dimensions within the context of social services is yet to be 
conducted. 
In addition the absorptive capacity theory has been challenged as being 
adopted in a widespread and inconsistent manner, with few studies empirically 
unpacking the different levels of the construct or the antecedents and elements of the 
model and therefore leaving the dimensions a ‘black box’ for the most part (Jansen et 
al., 2005; Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et al., 2010). The individual level of absorptive 
capacity is one such area that has not been adequately explored (Volberda et al., 
2010). The value of absorptive capacity is recognised at the firm level but key 
contributors to the theory clearly identify the reliance of this on its individual 
members including their prior knowledge, path-dependent cognition and skills in 
scanning for and utilising new knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Todorova & 
Durisin, 2007; Volberda et al., 2010).   
The absorptive capacity model put forward by Zahra and George (2002) 
theorises that potential absorptive capacity, which includes knowledge identification, 
acquisition and assimilation (interpretation and understanding), is facilitated by the 
antecedents of individual external knowledge sources, complementarity, and 
personal experience, and is moderated by trigger events. Volberda identifies that “the 
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learning behaviour of individuals and the choices they make with respect to training, 
education, knowledge sharing, etc., are important foundations of organization level 
absorptive capacity” (Volberda et al., 2010 p.944), but argues that these have been 
neglected at the individual level.  
Based on this review a research gap has been identified for exploring and 
identifying the trigger mechanisms and knowledge acquisition and assimilation 
processes at an individual level within a non-profit context.   
RESEARCH GAP 1: Knowledge identification, acquisition and assimilation 
processes of individuals in non-profit organisations 
The second part of the literature review focused on socially constructed 
knowledge interactions and knowledge transfer. Organisation knowledge has been 
viewed as a capability that rests in the organising principles of individual and group 
relationships (Kogut & Zander, 1992).  From this perspective knowledge transfer is 
influenced by the experience and knowledge of others through social interactions. 
In network research a tie between individuals or ‘actors’ can be conceptualised 
differently in terms of relational content such as interactions, or transactions of 
resources.  These relations can be considered as analogous to pipes that support or 
constrain the flow or exchange of resources (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011).  Network 
relations in organisations have been found to provide access to resources such as 
information, problem solving and advice (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003) and relational 
characteristics such as trust, know-how, willingness to engage have been shown to be 
important in predicting access to different resources (Cross & Sproull, 2004).  The 
structure of a network in terms of such things as present or absent ties, intensity or 
strength of ties, and degree of saturation or density of the structure based on level of 
inter-connectedness, has also been found to explain components of knowledge 
transfer (Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1973). 
Social interactions are an important part of the theory of absorptive capacity in 
terms of the dependency on links between individuals and the ensuing development 
of new ideas (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). In the original work and subsequent re-
conceptualisations social integration mechanisms related to transformation and 
exploitation of new knowledge are identified as taking place internally within an 
organisation and between firm members (Lane et al., 2006; Todorova & Durisin, 
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2007; Zahra & George, 2002).  In small organisations however there are limited 
members and few with the knowledge to undertake such assimilative and 
transformative social interactions internally. In terms of learning processes, external 
formal and informal networks have been identified as important in small firms 
(Anderson & Boocock, 2002).   
There is a research gap in understanding at an individual level how managers 
of small organisations undertake problem solving, transforming and incorporating 
new knowledge through social processes, and what role external social interactions 
or networks play in these dimensions of the absorptive capacity model. 
RESEARCH GAP 2: The role of individual managers networks in understanding 
and incorporating knowledge in small non-profit organisations. 
2.5.1 Conceptual research model and research questions  
Given the scattered and fragmented nature of the absorptive capacity field it is 
important to be explicit about which of the various conceptualisations this research 
draws from.  For the purpose of this study the model and terminology used by Zahra 
and George (2002) will primarily be drawn on to provide the theoretical framework 
for exploring at the individual level how relevant new knowledge is identified, 
acquired, assimilated and transformed in small non-profit organisations. In terms of 
absorptive capacity outcome the term ‘firm performance’ put forward by Lane et al. 
(2006) as more applicable to broader contexts will be adopted, rather than 
competitive advantage.  Figure 2-5 presents the conceptual model that was developed 
from the literature reviewed in this chapter and that outlines the framework for this 
research. 
The conceptual model focuses on the research gaps identified through this 
literature review. Consequently, the model presents three of the four dimensions of 
absorptive capacity presented in the Zahra and George (2002) model as acquisition, 
assimilation, and transformation of knowledge, but not exploitation, are the focus of 
this research programme.  The moderators of activation triggers and social 
integration mechanisms are included as they are an important focus in terms of 
understanding knowledge identification and acquisition but the moderator, regimes 
of appropriability, is not included as it moderates exploitation which is not examined 
in this research. 
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AC Dimension 1 - 
Acquisition 
Ability to value, 
identify and acquire 
new information 
AC Dimension 2 - 
Assimilation 
Ability to interpret 
and understand new 
information 
 
AC Dimension 3 - 
Transformation 
Ability to internalise 
and convert 














Figure 2-5 Conceptual model of absorptive capacity developed to frame this research 
programme. 
The important differences between this conceptual model and the Zahra and 
George (2002) model are a) the focus on small organisations, and b) the focus on 
non-profit rather than for-profit organisations.  It is posited that as small social 
service organisations:  
 The absorptive capacity of the organisation will match the absorptive 
capacity of the manager (Volberda et al., 2010);  
 The absorptive capacity dimensions of acquisition, assimilation and 
transformation are products of external resources and interactions in 
combination with the manager’s capacity (Wang et al., 2010); 
 The activation trigger moderator acts on the manager not on the 
organisation; 
 The dimensions of acquisition and assimilation are related to the individual 
absorptive capacity of the manager whereas transformation is related to the 
organisation absorptive capacity; 
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 Social integration mechanisms are external to the organisation, driven by the 
manager, and moderate both assimilation and transformation; 
 Firm performance in providing social outcomes rather than competitive 
advantage will be a more relevant outcome of absorptive capacity in the 
non-profit context (Lane et al., 2006). 
To address the two research gaps outlined above this research will be 
conducted in two parts. The first part will focus on the key elements of knowledge 
identification, acquisition and assimilation as well as activation triggers that are 
proposed as a moderator to potential absorptive capacity (Zahra & George, 2002) and 
will elicit the experiences of individual managers, their perceptions of the 
mechanisms and events that trigger their decision to acquire new knowledge, and 
their approach to sourcing and understanding this knowledge. A review of 
information seeking studies identified that an individual’s information sources could 
include human, textual and digital sources (Schultz-Jones, 2009) therefore this first 
part of the study makes no assumptions that networks contribute to these processes. 
The research questions are exploratory on the basis that little is known about 
the triggers of knowledge seeking and the knowledge acquisition and assimilation 
processes at the individual level of functionally isolated managers, or in the context 
of the non-profit sector.   
Research Question 1: What processes trigger new knowledge awareness for 
managers of small non-profit social service organisations? 
Research Question 2: What processes do managers of small non-profit social 
service organisations use to acquire and assimilate new knowledge? 
The second part of this study will focus specifically on exploring the nature of 
social networks in knowledge transfer and integration into an organisation. This will 
be addressed through analyses of relevant data arising from the first part of the study 
and from specific focus in this area. 
Research Question 3: What is the structure and relational characteristics of a 
manager’s personal network for knowledge acquisition, assimilation and 
integration?  
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This research project has a focus on exploring strategic renewal of 
organisational knowledge by managers of small non-profit organisations through 
absorptive capacity and social network theories.  This study will contribute to a 
greater understanding of managerial knowledge processes and motivations as well as 
a sense of fit of absorptive capacity in the non-profit context.  As an exploratory 
study it will make an important contribution to understanding knowledge related 
activities in small social services.  
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Chapter 3: Research Design 
This chapter outlines the research design that was adopted to achieve the aims 
and objectives stated in chapter one.  The design incorporates the theoretical 
frameworks of absorptive capacity and social network analysis to address the 
overarching question of what structures and processes managers of small non-profit 
social services use to identify, seek and incorporate new knowledge.  
This chapter is divided into five sections. Firstly, the research paradigm is 
introduced along with an overview of the research design; the second section 
describes the sampling approach and study participants; the third section outlines the 
data collection instruments and administration procedure; the fourth section discusses 
the approach that was used for data analysis; and the final section outlines the ethical 
considerations associated with the research and the research constraints and 
limitations. 
3.1  RESEARCH APPROACH 
The research paradigm that guided this study is outlined first in order to frame 
the research approach presented in the remainder of the chapter. Clarity in the 
research paradigm applied is important, as all social research is conducted from a 
particular stance, or worldview  (Blaikie, 2000). In this study, a critical realist 
paradigm, as outlined by Guba and Lincoln (1994), was adopted to investigate the 
identification and absorption of new knowledge at the individual level.  This 
approach assumes that a social reality exists of which understanding can be sought.  
It places importance on efforts of objectivity while also acknowledging that inquiry 
should be within natural settings and include the collection of situational information 
with an aim for discovery. Such an approach allows the study to offer insights into 
real world practice in addition to making a theoretical contribution to this research 
area. 
The research design was also guided by consideration of methodological fit 
which has been identified by Edmondson and McManus (2007) as critical to 
conducting good quality field research.  Methodological fit involves considering the 
overall congruence between prior work undertaken in the field of inquiry, the 
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research question and the research design to be employed.  As highlighted in chapter 
two this research area is one that could be regarded as being between nascent and 
intermediate in its maturity given the underdeveloped nature of absorptive capacity 
constructs particularly at the individual level (Lane et al., 2006; Volberda et al., 
2010; Zahra & George, 2002), and the limited research on knowledge transfer in the 
non-profit environment (Harvey et al., 2010; Rashman et al., 2009).  
The research design which consisted of five phases in two stages is presented 
in Figure 3-1.  These phases were conducted in a circular or iterative manner, where  
preliminary assumptions were followed by a series of data collection and 
interpretation episodes  in keeping with Flick’s (2009) outline of exploratory 
research. A mixed methods approach using qualitative methods and social network 
analysis (SNA) was used to obtain and analyse the data (Cresswell, 2009). 
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Stage one had an exploratory, qualitative approach.  Little is known about the 
triggers of knowledge seeking and the knowledge acquisition processes for 
functionally isolated managers, particularly in the context of the non-profit sector.  
Qualitative methods that generate experiential data provide an accepted approach to 
understanding such phenomenon (Patton, 2002). Phase two involved the 
development of a theoretical framework for questions based on a review of the 
literature.  A focus group was held to pilot the interview format, prompt questions 
and gain further familiarity with sector specific language and ideas on the topic.  The 
interview format was subsequently revised and then used in the semi-structured 
individual interviews of phase three.   
The second stage used social network analysis (phase four) to explore the types 
of resources accessed through individual manager’s professional networks (ego 
networks) and the relational characteristics of ties when seeking, obtaining and 
adopting new knowledge. Social network analysis is a tool through which “insights 
into the structure and processes of socially constructed relations” can be found 
(Knoke & Yang, 2008, p. 5).  The mixed methods approach used in this research 
allows for the triangulation of the findings from the different data collection methods 
and sources, and results in a broader collection of knowledge than that obtained 
through a single approach (Cresswell, 2009; Flick, 2009; Miles & Huberman, 1994; 
Patton, 2002).    
3.2 SAMPLING  
3.2.1 Sample population criteria 
A sample of 19 participants was recruited in a purposive manner from the 
population of sole managers of small Queensland non-profit state government funded 
social service organisations.  Purposive sampling ensured that individuals of key 
relevance to the enquiry were included in the study and enabled different cases to be 
chosen against specific criteria (Patton, 2002).   
In Australia there is no one definition of small in terms of business.  For the 
purpose of small business concessions, the Australian Taxation Office (ATO, 2011) 
sets a threshold of annual turnover of < $2 million; the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics categorises businesses with < 20 employees as small; whereas the Fair 
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Work Australia Act (2009) sets a threshold of 15 employees with regard to unfair 
dismissal regulations for small businesses.  As functional isolation was the critical 
factor in this research, i.e. the model of a manager without second tier management 
support in operational areas such as finance, service delivery, human resources etc., 
the organisation was defined as small for the purpose of inclusion in the sample 
population where either the annual income is less than $2 million, or there are 20 or 
fewer employees. 
Social services are defined in the international classification of non-profit 
organisations (United Nations, 2003, p. 94) as covering a broad range of activities 
including: children, youth and family welfare and support services, services to the 
elderly and people with a disability, self-help and personal support services, 
emergency and relief, and income support and maintenance. Similarly in the 
Productivity Commission Report on the non-profit sector (2010) these services are 
defined as the sub-set of human services that involve a range of services that provide: 
relief of poverty, social disadvantage, social distress and hardship, the provision of 
emergency relief or support, and the advancement of disadvantaged groups. These 
two definitions were used to guide the determination of social services for the 
purpose of this research, and services without a primary focus on relief of 
disadvantage including main-stream educational, recreational or child-care services 
were not included. 
In order to gather evidence across the distribution of ways of seeing or 
experiencing the phenomenon (Flick, 2009) a diverse range of organisational 
contexts was desirable.  To achieve this, a spread of participants from organisations 
that were diverse in funding size (very small single funding to small multi-funding); 
servicing different target groups; and different operational settings (metropolitan, 
rural and remote (AIHW, 2004) were sought to be involved in the study.  
Also importantly, individuals that met the “ideal participant” criteria identified 
by Flick (2009, p. 123) as having: the necessary knowledge and experience, 
capability to reflect and articulate, time to be asked, and ready to participate, were 
sought for inclusion. A specification that managers needed a minimum of two years’ 
experience in a non-profit management role was included in the selection criteria to 
ensure that participants had a base level of prior related experience.   
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3.2.2. Participants 
The sample for the initial pilot focus group was drawn from an existing group 
of small disability organisation managers based throughout Queensland who were 
attending a scheduled two day workshop in Brisbane. This group was supported by 
the peak body National Disability Services (Qld) who provided assistance in 
forwarding research information flyers to eligible managers via email. Of the ten 
managers that attended the workshop a total of eight met the sample criteria and six 
(2 male, 4 female) agreed to participate in the focus group scheduled at the end of 
day one.   
The sample population for the individual interviews and social network 
analysis were drawn from organisations that met the selection criteria, were based in 
the South West Region of the Department of Communities, Child Safety and 
Disability Services (Queensland Government, 2013) and funded by that Department 
in the 2011/12 financial year.  Out of a total of 78 funded social service organisations 
operating in the South West Region, 35 organisations (45%) met the size criteria but 
eight of these were identified as having a new or transitional manager and so were 
discounted.  The remaining 27 organisation managers were reviewed for the diversity 
in funding size, location and target group with 14 managers approached through 
email distribution by Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability 
Services South West Regional Office. Of those approached a total of 13 managers 
participated in individual interviews and nine of these (69%) also participated in the 
social network analysis which included completing a four week professional network 
log and a follow up interview.  
The 13 participants (4 male, 9 female) were managers of social services based 
in the Local Government Areas of Ipswich, Toowoomba, South Burnett, Western 
Downs, and Lockyer Valley with these areas having differing classification zones of 
metropolitan, rural and remote as identified by Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare (2004).  The primary target groups of the organisations were varied, and 
included general community, youth, people requiring accommodation support, 
women experiencing domestic violence, and people with a disability.  Six (46%) of 
the organisations received less than $500,000 per annum in income. 
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3.3 RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS AND ADMINISTRATION PROCEDURE 
3.3.1 Focus group 
In January 2012, as part of stage one of the research study, a focus group 
interview was conducted to facilitate a guided discussion between participants on the 
research topic and pilot the interview question format.  The value of focus group 
interviews lies in the interaction between group members to stimulate discussion and 
further reflection about the research area (Cresswell, 2009). There is also potential 
for focus groups to provide more elaborate and cumulative data than individual 
interviews (Morgan, 1988).  The focus group questions were open ended and 
designed to elicit the perceptions of the participants about the source and nature of 
trigger events and the processes in seeking new knowledge.  As with the research 
conceptual model presented in section 2.5.1, the absorptive capacity model and 
terminology used by Zahra and George (2002) provided the theoretical framework 
for the interview questions.  The following questions were used to guide the focus 
group interview process: 
 What has been a recent experience in your work-role where you have been 
seeking new information? 
 What steps did you follow in obtaining the information and understanding 
it? 
 What is a recent experience where you have become aware of a new 
practice, regulation, technology or policy? 
 What priority do you place on new knowledge in your role? 
 What processes have you used to get information and understand 
information related to the sector transition to the federal industrial award 
system? 
 What was a positive experience of gaining new knowledge? 
The 65 minute session was video-taped and audio-taped and then fully 
transcribed by the interviewer, with the video recording used to provide additional 
non-verbal, group dynamic information such as nods, and to confirm the identity of 
the speaker where this was unclear from the audio recording.  
The composition of the focus group meant that the six participants all knew 
each other and had worked closely over a period of time.  In addition to this, the 
setting was familiar to the group as the focus group was held in the same room that 
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they had been meeting for that day and on previous occasions.  Although the 
participants were managers in the disability sector they came from different locations 
across Queensland or delivered different services and so did not support overlapping 
client bases. Prior to the focus group, information flyers had been emailed to the 
managers as part of an agenda package which included an ethics information and 
consent sheet as well as informing them that the researcher had previously been a 
manager in the disability sector. Prior to commencing the focus group the 
participants assisted in the set-up of the room and generally engaged in group chat, 
resulting in a relaxed atmosphere at the commencement of the formal interview.  Of 
note, during the focus group a lot of industry jargon was used and, because of 
researcher familiarity with the sector, the flow of conversation did not need to be 
broken to seek clarification at those times.  Interrupted flow is a common problem if 
the researcher is not familiar with the subject area (Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999). 
3.3.2 Individual interviews 
Individual interviews were conducted as a means of obtaining a level of data 
richness that would not be obtained through a focus group, as the interview format 
allows for highly individualised personal responses (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008; 
Michell, 1999).   
 Face to face, in-depth semi-structured interviews of 50-65 minutes were 
conducted for the individual interviews in locations chosen by the participants.  The 
questions were open ended and designed to elicit the experiences and knowledge of 
the participant about the source and nature of trigger events and the processes in 
seeking new knowledge (Patton, 2002).  Prior to the individual interviews the 
transcript of the focus group was examined to review the focus of participant 
responses to the main questions and to review whether any new questions or prompts 
needed to be added before commencing the individual interviews.  This preliminary 
thematic analysis was inductive, identifying themes as they arose from the session 
(Patton, 2002).   
No changes were made to the key question structure given above; however 
prompts for relational characteristics of networks were included in the individual 
interviews to seek more information, as this aspect had been repeatedly raised in the 
focus group.   Also, the current transition of the social service sector from State 
industrial relation awards to Commonwealth industrial relation awards under the Fair 
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Work Act (2009) was a specific event that was kept in the interview format to 
provide a point of comparison across the focus group and each of the individual 
interviews.  Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim by the 
interviewer.    
3.3.3  Social network analysis – Ego networks 
The second stage of the research (refer Figure 3-1, Phase 4) used social 
network analysis to capture the structure and relational characteristics of each 
participant’s professional network in terms of new knowledge transfer. Each of the 
13 managers that participated in the individual interview was invited to participate in 
stage two (ego network mapping and analysis) at the end of the initial interview. Ten 
participants agreed to undertake this, with one participant withdrawing due to illness 
at the end of the first week.  Social network data for nine individuals was collected 
between September and December 2012. 
 Social network analysis has a focus on understanding the linkages among 
actors (discrete individuals, corporate or collective units) and the implications of 
those linkages (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  Traditionally there are two major design 
approaches, either ‘whole network’ studies that bound sets of interrelated actors or 
‘egocentric’ studies that focus on a focal actor or object and the relationships in its 
locality (Marsden, 2005).  An ego-centred or personal network consists of a focal 
actor or ‘ego’, and the set of individuals or ‘alters’ that have a tie with the ego  
(Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  An important value of ego network research design is 
described by Wellman (2007, p. 111) as coming from the “relative lack of 
boundedness” to the network being studied, which means the capture of professional 
contacts are not limited to geographic or organisational boundaries. Although unable 
to analyse global network measures, ego network analysis is able to capture the type 
of people in a person’s network and the kinds of resources that flow through these 
contacts, such as new information (Wellman, 2007).   
This study had an ego-centric approach with a specific focus on the ego’s 
professional network and the exchange of professional information, resources and 
know-how.  Ego network data can be obtained through many techniques including 
interviews and diaries (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  In collecting the ego network 
data in this study a dual approach to generating names was undertaken for the initial 
step of determining the membership of the ego’s network (Marsden, 2011).  Seeking 
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to obtain a list of professionally relevant alters that included both those who would 
be readily identified by the ego as important or close, and other potentially less 
affectively close alters with whom they still exchange knowledge, is consistent with 
the exchange approach first developed by McAllister and Fischer (1978).  Research 
in the area of social supports has found that there is a difference between reporting of 
perceived support and real supports (Wills & Shinar, 2000) and similarly there are 
identified social network analysis self-report reliability issues as a result of ego-
informants forgetting or over-reporting individuals (Knoke & Yang, 2008).  Overall, 
Marsden (2005) identifies that multiple name generators are almost certainly 
required for conceptualisation of a more broadly defined support network.    
In the first approach, ‘real time’ information on actual exchanges of 
information and resources was obtained through the participants maintaining a four 
week log of de-identified professional knowledge sharing contacts.  As shown in 
Appendix A the log included: unique identifier, mode of contact, and type of 
knowledge transfer (from a choice of new knowledge identification, resource 
sharing, problem solving, or validation).  In order to keep the ego network data 
focussed only on professional knowledge sharing contacts, a role/content constraint 
as described by Knoke and Yang (2008) was used, where the guide sheet to the log 
gave examples of types of knowledge sharing for participants to refer to when 
completing the log.  Participants were also given a verbal brief on how to complete 
the log prior to commencement.  
The value of using the log as a name generator was to ensure that less 
important or regular alters would also be identified for analysis.   To ensure that 
regular or important alters for information and resource exchange were not missed 
participants were then asked in a follow up interview to identify any individuals that 
were not included and that they regarded as important professional contacts with 
regards to knowledge transfer.  This is the most common approach to name 
generation in egocentric network studies (Knoke & Yang, 2008). 
Once alters were identified, ‘name interpreter’ questionnaires were completed 
in order to provide ego network data on a) alter attributes; b) properties of the tie 
between the alter and the ego; and c) ties between pairs of alters (Marsden, 1990). 
Ego network analysis can provide insights into both who provides professional 
knowledge and what type of supports are obtained from them.  Capturing 
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information on the intensity or frequency of an interaction provides detail on the 
structural form of relations, and detail of the interaction purpose or motive captures 
the relational content or ‘type of tie’ (Knoke & Yang, 2008).  To collect the name 
interpreter information, individual questionnaires were completed by each participant 
for all alters identified in the log and follow up interview. These questionnaires 
captured age, gender, role, frequency and quality of contact information as well as 
questions relating to relational characteristics such as willingness to share and 
willingness to engage in problem solving. 
3.3.4 Post network survey interview 
Following completion of the four week professional knowledge sharing contact 
log a follow up interview of 40-55 minutes duration was conducted with each of the 
nine participants.  The interview had six primary functions, the first three of which 
were to check the information provided; identify other alters that were not captured 
during the reporting period; and to ensure completion of the individual name 
interpreter questionnaires for each alter.  
  The fourth function of the interview was to focus the participant on the 
subjective dimension of their professional relations with each of the identified alters 
through a visual mapping exercise.  Visual representations of personal ties are used 
to study personal social networks where detail of relative closeness or importance is 
sought, as demonstrated by Antonucci and Akiyama (1987) and Pahl and Spencer 
(2004).  In this study participants were asked to select a minimum of ten (with no 
upper limit) of the identified alters and place the initial or unique identifier on a 
sociogram based on the alter’s ‘importance’ in terms of four different types of 
knowledge exchange.  The sociogram consisted of five concentric circles divided 
into four knowledge exchange quadrants (Appendix B).  The quadrants identified 
types of knowledge exchange (new knowledge identification, resource sharing, 
problem solving and validation) and were the same as those used in the network logs, 
so were familiar to participants.     
Participants placed each of the ten or more alters in as many of the quadrants as 
were relevant in whichever circle best reflected their importance to the participant 
where the inner circle reflected ‘most important’ through to the outer circle ‘least 
important’.  Participants had the option to not enter a person in a quadrant if they did 
not see them as relevant for that knowledge exchange type.  
 56 Chapter 3: Research Design 
The fifth function of the interview was for the participant to identify the ten 
alters closest to the centre of the visual map (where more than ten alters were 
included).  The initials of these ten alters were then placed on a blank matrix and the 
participant marked which alters were known to one another with a cross (Marsden, 
1990). 
The final function of the interview was to encourage the participant to discuss 
the visual map and capture reflective insights from participants on their networking 
processes.  The strength of creating a visual map with the participant present is that it 
serves as a conversation aid (Hersberger, 2003; Hogan, Carrasco & Wellman, 2007). 
The following questions were used to guide the sense making process: 
 How does this time period compare to your sense of norm in terms of 
knowledge sharing? 
 Why do you think that you accessed these particular individuals?  
 Comment on why individuals are in different places on the visual map and on 
differences in the types of information sourced from them? 
3.4 ANALYSIS 
For clarity, data analysis will be described below in a linear manner although 
some analysis was conducted prior to the next stage of data collection (refer Figure 
3-1) including between the focus group interview and first individual interviews, and 
between the first and second stage interviews.  Marshall and Rossman (2011) 
contend that data collection and data analysis is preferably undertaken iteratively in 
qualitative research to enable observations to be clarified, tested and interpreted. In 
this study there were four different data sets for analysis: focus group interview 
transcripts, stage 1 individual interview transcripts, ego-network data (logs, alter 
questionnaires, visual maps, alter matrices), and stage 2 individual interview 
transcripts.  
3.4.1 Thematic analysis of interview data 
Following transcription each interview was imported into NVivo 10.0, 
qualitative social research software that allows classification and order of 
unstructured survey data.   The interview data was coded and re-coded in a cyclical 
analytic process in order to conduct a thematic analysis (Saldana, 2009). In the first 
cycle, descriptive coding was undertaken of the focus group transcript with the 
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purpose of reviewing what the questions had elicited as responses, unguided by the 
researcher’s preconceptions (Miles & Huberman, 1994), and therefore what 
adjustments if any would be useful to make to the individual interview questions to 
ensure that the research area was adequately explored.  
As each individual interview was transcribed it was deductively coded using a 
“cutting and sorting” technique (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 63).  The focus of this 
process was to identify the types and range of experiences and understanding of the 
participants’ knowledge identification, acquisition and use experiences, against a 
theoretically derived code list (Appendix C).  The code list was based on the 
conceptual model outlined in section 2.5.1 that incorporates the various theoretical 
assumptions framing the research. One additional theme, ‘manager’s role’ was added 
to the deductive code list, as the functionally isolated nature of the participants’ roles 
was critical to the research question and this theme had emerged in the focus group 
and identified as relevant (Bazeley, 2007).  The focus group discussion was then 
recoded against the deductive code list still within the first cycle coding process.   
Memos were documented throughout the coding process as codes were 
redefined or discarded when they were no longer applicable or were ill-fitting or  
overly abstract (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  At the end of the 13 individual 
interviews (Phase 1, Figure 3-1) an interim analysis of dominant themes was 
presented for comment to an industry reference group to enable feedback from key 
informants (Shenton, 2004).  The reference group was comprised of six individuals 
with prior social service management experience, that were recruited from delegates 
attending the 2012 Workforce Innovation Conference in Brisbane.   
Following completion of the post network log interviews (Phase 2, Figure 3-1) 
and based on the first order cycle coding and feedback from the industry reference 
group, a second cycle coding process was undertaken to reconfigure the interview 
data to more coherently organised themes (Saldana, 2009).  In the second cycle, 
pattern coding was used to pull together groupings of codes into a smaller number of 
themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  
Following multiple iterations final themes were then identified and clustered 
under headings that directly relate to the research questions. There were four final 
major themes: valuing new knowledge, information triggers, acquiring new 
knowledge, and integrating new knowledge, each with several sub-themes.  The 
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excerpts related to these themes were grouped together, with a tag listing their source 
and reviewed for repetitions. A list of these themes and sub-themes with descriptions 
and illustrative examples is presented in Appendix D. 
3.4.2 Social network analysis of ego networks 
Two different social network analysis software packages were used to assist in 
the analysis of the ego network data.  EgoNet (McCarty, 2003) was used to visually 
represent the ego networks of each manager including alter role and alter ties.  E-Net 
(Borgatti, 2006) was used to analyse the data for each ego and the ten alters 
identified as most important in the visual mapping exercise. Firstly, the data that 
identified the information exchange relations described by each participant on their 
visual map, was entered into an excel spreadsheet and imported.  A score of 0 was 
attributed to an alter not represented for a particular knowledge type through to a 
score of 5 for an alter placed in the inner circle.  The ego network of each manager 
for each of the four different knowledge exchange types was then analysed and 
visually represented including the relative tie strength with each alter.  
E-Net was also used to obtain measures of alter attributes; structural hole 
measures of network density and effective size; and measures of homophily and 
heterogeneity.  Alter attributes were obtained using the composition function for 
gender, age and role (Halgin & Borgatti, 2012).  Structural hole measures (Burt, 
1992) were obtained from the E-Net software by using the ‘analyse structural hole’ 
function with no variable given for ego-alter tie strength or alter-alter tie strength.  
The density measure used for this study was multiplied by two as the assumption of 
alter-alter tie data for this study is that it is non-directed whereas E-Net defaults to a 
directed graph measure and automatically divides the number of possible lines by 
two (Scott, 1991). 
The homophily measure used in this study is Krackhardt and Stern’s (1988) E-I 
statistic where the similarity between an ego and their alters is based on the number 
of ego ties to different alters (external, or E) minus the number of ego ties to similar 
alters (internal, or I) all divided by the network size. Scores can range from -1.00 
(only ties with similar alters) to +1.00 (only ties with different alters). Agresti’s index 
of qualitative variation (Agresti & Agresti, 1978) is used for the heterogeneity 
measure.  The index of qualitative variation (IQV) is a measure of variability for 
nominal variables, such as race or gender between alters in the network. It is based 
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on the ratio of the total number of differences in the distribution to the maximum 
number of possible differences within the same distribution. The index of qualitative 
variation can vary from 0.00 to 1.00. When all of the cases of the distribution are in 
one category, there is no diversity, or variation, and the IQV is 0.00. In contrast, 
when the cases in a distribution are distributed evenly across the categories, there is 
maximum variation, or diversity, and the IQV is 1.00.  
Finally the data for each manager was analysed for its multiplexity where 
multiplexity refers to the phenomenon whereby distinct role-relations, exchanges or 
bases for interaction overlap in a single pair or dyad (Verbrugge, 1979)  For instance, 
two actors may be both friends and co-workers, and as such may exchange both 
emotional support and advice.  In this study only a simple count of number of 
different types of knowledge exchange was recorded between the ego and each alter 
based on the presence or absence of the alter on the visual map for each of the four 
quadrants.  No information on alter to alter exchange was captured.  
3.5  ETHICS, DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS AND LIMITATIONS 
Ethical considerations were critical in each aspect of this research design given 
that personal accounts were being sought from participants. The proposal for this 
study was approved through the QUT Human Research Ethics Committee processes 
having addressed core ethical concerns outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994) such 
as worthiness of the project, suitable competence and supervision, processes for 
safeguarding privacy, confidentiality and informed consent, and mechanisms for 
resolving conflicts.   
Prior to recruitment, potential participants were emailed introductory 
information about: the area and nature of inquiry, the participant criteria, the 
contribution required, level of privacy and confidentiality that could be expected, 
processes for withdrawal or complaint, and possible outcomes or benefits that they 
could expect.  Individuals were then contacted by phone allowing them to raise any 
questions prior to agreeing to participation and providing signed consent.  Through 
this process the need for consent to be informed, as stressed by Miles and Huberman 
(1994), was satisfied.  At the end of stage one each participant was provided with 
additional information regarding stage two and further signed consent sought for 
continued participation. 
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3.5.1 Design considerations 
In recognition of the less bounded and more subjective nature of qualitative 
research the four criteria for ‘trustworthiness’, as explored by Shenton (2004), guided 
both the design and execution of this research. The four criteria, initially proposed by 
Guba (1981), are credibility; transferability; dependability; and confirmability.  
These criteria were adopted on the basis of being comparable to the existing 
positivist criteria of validity and reliability and as a better fit for the nature of this 
qualitative inquiry.  This thesis presents sufficient detail to allow the reader to form 
an informed opinion on: whether a credible presentation of the phenomenon is made, 
what context the research was conducted in and therefore the transferability of the 
findings, how the research was planned, data gathered and the iterative learning’s 
that would allow for replication of the study design, and whether the choices in 
method and analysis are presented transparently.  
It is acknowledged in qualitative research that the researcher background 
affects how they interact with the research participants, and how they interpret the 
research findings (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  The issues raised by this include the 
trust relationship between the researcher and the research participant, and the risk of 
confirmation bias.  This research was conducted by an experienced practitioner and 
manager in the social service sector.  The prior professional experience of the 
researcher is acknowledged as providing an entry into the sector being studied, and a 
working understanding of language and subject matter, but also as requiring 
particular consideration with regard to sampling and data analysis to minimise 
researcher bias (Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999; Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  
Several steps were taken to minimise researcher bias. Visual checks on the 
accuracy of data and its interpretation were conducted with participants in the follow 
up interview of the social network survey. An industry reference group comprised of 
six individuals with social service management experience provided feedback on the 
initial data analysis and interpretation from the interviews conducted in Phase 3 
(refer Figure 3-1). Finally, an external researcher cross-checked the coding strategy 
and interpretation used for one of the emergent themes.  This member and peer 
scrutiny ensured that assumptions were challenged and that there was greater 
researcher detachment as is suggested by Shenton (2004).   
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3.5.2 Limitations 
As discussed above, qualitative research requires systematic and thorough 
application of key principles to ensure rigour.  Practical efforts were made to 
minimise bias and to cross-verify findings in this study, however as with all research 
designs this study had some limitations that need highlighting. 
Firstly, the research design was limited to capturing data during one period of 
time and so the findings can only be interpreted in the context of that time.  In this 
instance, the data collection occurred during an acknowledged period of significant 
change and uncertainty in the community sector with regards to the content of 
contractual agreements, regulatory frameworks and changing stakeholder needs and 
expectations (Australian Council of Social Service, 2013; Productivity Commission, 
2010).  In addition, the single data collection period meant that the ego-network 
survey was only reflective of network members at that point, and did not capture the 
changing nature of the participants’ networks as is possible in a longitudinal study 
(Wasserman & Faust, 1994). 
Significant differences between individual manager’s professional capabilities 
could have influenced the findings and their subsequent interpretation.  In the design, 
all managers with a minimum threshold of two years’ experience in the role, and 
managing organisations that were funded and regulated by Queensland State 
Government were assumed to be capable of new knowledge transfer. Researcher 
observation notes were made following each interview and cross-case review 
undertaken during data analysis to monitor and if necessary report on challenges to 
these assumptions. 
Finally, the visual mapping technique used to capture knowledge exchange is a 
method that has had little application outside of sociological studies and in terms of 
ego-network research has been predominantly used to capture social support 
exchanges (e.g. Pahl & Spencer, 2004). The decision to use this approach was based 
on the additional data that can be captured in using a visual tool as a conversation aid 
(Hogan et al., 2007) but it is acknowledged that it is largely untested in the context of 
organisational and management research. 
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis  
4.1 INTRODUCTION  
As identified in the previous chapter, data for this research was collected in two 
stages.  In stage one, qualitative data was obtained from a focus group and thirteen 
individual interviews, and in the second stage, social network data was collected 
from nine managers who completed a professional network survey and a post-survey 
interview.  
The first part of this chapter presents the themes and sub-themes that were 
identified from the focus group, individual interviews and post-survey interviews, 
including a descriptive account of each, supported by examples. As outlined in the 
previous chapter, to produce this thematic analysis data was initially open-coded  
resulting in first order codes such as prioritising information seeking (strategic 
priorities, importance etc.), manager’s role, and knowledge seeking motivation 
(Saldana, 2009).  Data was further coded using pattern coding (Miles & Huberman, 
1994) with theory driven codes related to absorptive capacity.  Following multiple 
iterations final themes were then identified and grouped under headings that directly 
relate to the research questions.  Italicised text is used to indicate a theme or sub-
theme, and three ellipses (...) are used to indicate an edited gap in a quote.  
The second part of this chapter details the results of stage two of the study with 
presentation of the social network analysis, including additional thematic analysis of 
the post-network survey interviews. Discussion of the findings and analyses is 
presented in chapter five. 
4.2 THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF FOCUS GROUP AND INTERVIEW DATA 
Following the iterative thematic coding process described above, four core 
themes (valuing new knowledge, information triggers, acquiring new knowledge, and 
integrating new knowledge) were derived from the data as capturing the phenomenon 
of new knowledge transfer.  Each core theme also had sub-themes and these are 
described in detail below.  
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4.2.1 Valuing new knowledge 
The first theme, valuing new knowledge, captured managers’ perspectives on 
the importance of new knowledge to their roles, organisation, and communities.  The 
rapidly and constantly changing nature of the sector and the need to be across new 
information was directly commented on at least once in each interview and is 
illustrated in the following example: 
“The one thing that we have learned is that everything is always 
constantly evolving and changing and if you don’t go looking for it 
doesn’t mean it’s not going to happen and it doesn’t mean that it’s not 
going to affect you”  MGR1 
In all but one of the interviews the importance of new knowledge was qualified 
by noting the challenge that keeping up with new information presents in light of the 
manager’s complex operational role.  The sub-theme of balancing priorities clusters 
the issue of choosing between valuing new knowledge, and the risk of overload in 
the work-role. The challenge was described both in terms of extent of changes e.g.  
“there’s a risk of information overload, being so bogged down and overwhelmed by 
changes that are happening out there that you are not able to focus in any one area” 
(MGR10), and the challenges of a sole-charge role e.g. “I think it [new information] 
is really important but I think that it’s very hard to keep up to date...’cos you are 
caught up in the business doing the business” (Focus Group). 
In discussing the value of new knowledge all managers noted at least one 
underpinning personal motivation factor for striving to be across new information.  
One motivating factor was a sense of personal accountability for being informed, as 
part of a critical aspect of their role and their sense of responsibility to the 
organisation.  Examples of this are: 
 “Primarily looking for new information falls on my shoulders” MGR1; 
 “It’s very important to my organisation that I stay on top of things” 
MGR2; 
 “I need to stay abreast of things if I’m going to stay in this position and 
stay being effective and vibrant I need to continue to up-skill myself and 
the organisation” MGR9  
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Only one manager discussed the importance of encouraging other staff 
members to value new knowledge and to be confident in bringing it forward in the 
context of reducing the vulnerability of the organisation to the knowledge held by 
one individual.  This manager had recently moved into an organisation that had 
experienced turnover of a long-serving manager and the loss of a great deal of 
organisational knowledge. 
The other personal motivating factor put forward by seven of the managers was 
an expression of the satisfaction and growth that comes from new learning.  This was 
discussed from both a social dimension and a personal growth aspect and in the 
context of being functionally isolated without a peer group within their organisation 
that might otherwise provide a regular exchange of information.  Examples of 
managers noting learning as a personal motivation are: 
 “That is really energising because there is so much knowledge in the 
room...it is a great way of sharing information” MGR12;  
“I’m an inquisitive type of person and I need to be constantly thinking 
about things and doing things. I need to stimulate my brain to keep me 
active, to keep me going, to keep me positive” MGR6; 
 “It is important because it is not just for the clients but for us personally 
we have to continually improve” MGR5  
The sub-theme of the organisational importance to valuing new knowledge 
emerged from all interviews in this sample.  While some managers noted this from a 
good operations framework e.g. “the positive thing is that we are up to date, we do 
know what’s happening.” (MGR2), the majority of comments were linked to ideas of 
competitiveness e.g. “to be competitive you need to have information and you need 
to be on top of things” (MGR1) and/or risk e.g. “the risks are that we can miss 
out...it’s becoming more and more a competitive world” (MGR9), and “the risk of 
not being aware of those changes is that the organisation misses out on critical 
information and is no longer compliant” (MGR10).  The risk component was 
presented particularly strongly and typically repeated during the interview around 
such ideas as compliance, organisational attractiveness to staff and readiness for 
change. 








Community support was a final sub-theme in valuing knowledge that was put 
forward by ten of the 13 managers individually interviewed and in the focus group.  
Comments were typically made from the perspective of the importance of supporting 
their community through the organisation’s work which included expressing the 
impact on the community if they fail in that role for example:   
“...the negatives would be that you just become a very closed off 
organisation, you’re not moving forward and in doing that you are 
providing a disservice to your clients” MGR2 
Six managers also noted the importance of being connected to their community 
in order to be on the receiving end of local community-based information that 
enables them to provide relevant support. An example of such a comment was: 
“You need to know your community and be able to identify the needs 
and the gaps and to source where you can go to fill, to meet those gaps” 
MGR9  
In summary all managers valued obtaining new knowledge and identified three 
distinct drivers: personal, organisational, and community.  In valuing new knowledge 
the comments also reflected the challenge in balancing multi-dimensional roles as 
sole managers and in prioritising information in a rapidly changing operational 
environment.  The direct relationship of the four sub-themes to valuing knowledge is 
shown in Figure 4-1.  Absent from the theme with the exception of one manager 
were comments on how other staff within the organisation or the manager’s 








Figure 4-1 Relationship of sub-themes to concept of valuing new knowledge. 
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4.2.2 Information triggers  
The second main theme is information triggers. All managers in the interviews 
identified at least one situation or event that flagged new information and acted as a 
trigger for new knowledge seeking and acquisition. Most managers noted several 
recent trigger events.  These trigger events occurred through a diverse range of 
situations including meetings, email, personal communication and operational 
activities and often occurred simultaneously.  One such comment was “...it was at a 
forum and it was via email” (MGR8) 
The trigger events described were conceptualised in terms of either the trigger 
nature such as regulatory, client related or operational (e.g. technological change) or 
in terms of the trigger source. Triggers that were of an external regulatory nature 
were most frequently identified by managers (22 out of the 29 events that were 
noted). The external regulatory trigger events included such things as: legislative 
change to funding agency service agreements, funding agency policy changes to 
specific contracted service provision procedures, legislative change to agency audit 
requirements, and legislative change to industrial relations framework.  Two 
examples of the way in which trigger events were described are given below: 
“They’ve changed the guidelines for emergency relief.  How I found out 
about it is we got a parcel delivered at the door on Monday.... with a 
letter telling us they’ve changed the procedures.”  MGR10  
“So, yesterday I had a conversation about the new workplace health and 
safety act.”  MGR7 
Only three triggers were identified as related to client service provision, for 
example client request for counselling support, while four triggers related to other 
industry changes such as technology or finance, for example employing a trainee 
who used a wheelchair and had special equipment needs.  Of note only one manager 
had a sole focus on industry changes and client need, and did not note a regulatory 
type trigger during the interview.  
Participants indicated a range of trigger sources, with 36 comments in total.  
The majority of comments related to formal member subscriptions such as peak 
bodies for example Queensland Council of Social Service (QCOSS) and National 
Disability Services (NDS), and employer advisory bodies such as Queensland 
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Community Services Employer Association (QCSEA) as detailed in Table 4-1. 
Members of specific professional networks that the manager is a member of also 
feature as trigger sources in many comments.  Less frequent sources were accidental 
discovery while seeking other information; internal information sharing; during 
training and service contacts such as clients.  A personal or social connection as a 
trigger source was not identified by any manager in the individual interviews and 
only by one manager in the focus group session. 
Table 4-1 Trigger sources identified by participants. 
Trigger Source Number of Comments 
Formal member subscriptions 15 
Funding Agency  8 
Professional network 5 
External Training 2 
Accidental discovery 2 
Service contact with clients 2 
Internal information sharing 2 
 
 In discussing trigger events many comments referred to the effect that triggers 
can have, particularly in terms of how these triggers had operational implications for 
the organisations.  Having become aware of something new the manager’s response 
then centred on identifying what the impact of this knowledge might mean for the 
organisation or manager.  Examples of this are: 
“That’s all major news because that’s actually an impact on the service, 
or can be.” MGR8 
“What do I need to do to ensure that we’re compliant with that, and how 
do I bring alongside all the management committee and the staff and 
educate the community about what it is that we are able to do, but 
continue to operate?” MGR10 
Comments such as those above indicated a level of importance being attributed 
to trigger events by managers and led to a final sub-theme in the information trigger 
data of trigger vigilance.  This sub-theme is different to the earlier theme of valuing 
new knowledge in that managers indicated a specific vigilance in relation to potential 
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triggers rather than particular information.  All managers identified a number of 
active strategies for ensuring that exposure to potential triggers occurs.  Exemplars of 
such strategies included: 
 “I’ve got regular websites that I go back to and check all the time.  Just 
to have a look at what’s going on” MGR3 
“At times you feel like I don’t want to read that email but you always 
have to because it might just be one of those that does have something 
relevant in it” MGR2 
 “We are on the email list of most of the peak bodies. We are not 
subscribed to all of them but we are on the email list so we get 
information” MGR1 
 Of note, contact with funding body representatives and attendance at 
departmental forums and information sessions as well as sector network meetings 
were noted by all managers as important in relation to maintaining an awareness of 
potential changes.  This position was exemplified in the following: 
“We’re part of the ISH Network so we have just the non-government 
organisations and then we also attend meetings with the Department as 
well... we get a fair bit of information that comes through both of these 
sorts of areas” MGR2 
“So keeping those relationships up with different people in the 
department... and by doing that keeping myself up in the loop without 
having to go outside of what I’m doing in my day to ensure that we’re 
getting the most current information...rather than just being a standard 
email that’s getting sent out to everybody, I’m getting the phone calls. 
MGR10 
Only one manager indicated that they do not go to local network meetings due 
to time constraints and instead remained connected through informal contacts as 
stated below: 
“I am in the, probably unique position where the people come here and I 
catch up with everyone when they come here to the community centre to 
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use it.  So, not too many people have all the organisations coming 
through their place so I am kind of lucky in that.” MGR6 
All managers identified that they had membership subscriptions to different 
peak and advisory bodies as part of their vigilance strategies for new information.   
Examples of this are: 
“But I think that’s why we have the likes of QCSEA and NDS, to filter 
those things, those peak bodies that keep an eye out (group agreement: 
(several nods) mm mmm) ... someone will be looking.” Focus Group 
“Employer services we use all the time, all the time.  If it’s got anything 
to do with the regulations, anything like that then its ‘ok what’s 
happening in the sector?’.” MGR7 
“I think its money well spent because they keep us up to date, the latest 
trends and they always send us out warnings.” MGR11 
However, while the majority of managers highlighted the value of these 
memberships some managers also raised concerns at the cost of such memberships. 
A discussion of this concern was captured in the focus group interview and is given 
below: 
“It’s an extremely expensive business having membership with a range 
of different places, (group agreement – yeah) for a small organisation it 
is, you could end up committing 10% of your operating cost just on 
membership for all the different ones that could apply” Focus Group  
In summary all managers experienced information trigger events and sub-
themes of nature, source and vigilance were emergent. Trigger events were most 
frequently linked to regulatory and compliance matters and the three dominant 
sources were member associations, funding bodies and professional networks. 
Trigger events were identified as leading to increased awareness in a particular area 
and also to the overall aspect of being vigilant to the potential of other key 
information.  Managers identified a range of strategies that support this vigilance 
including email networks, member subscriptions and network meetings.  Figure 4-2 
shows the direct relationship between this theme and associated sub-themes as well 
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as the relationship between source and vigilance.  A link between source and 
vigilance is presented in recognition of comments related to past trigger sources as 
drivers of which sources to monitor in the present. 
 
 
4.2.3 Acquiring new knowledge 
The third main theme is acquiring new knowledge.  All managers provided 
examples of acquiring new knowledge and revealed aspects of the process that lead 
to the emergence of two sub-themes: multi-source approach and investment. Two 
factors of access to sources and reliability of information were also described as 
influencing acquisition resulting in sub-themes of source accessibility and source 
reliability.   
Firstly, in describing the process for seeking and acquiring new knowledge all 
managers outlined an approach that involved accessing multiple sources.  The 
sources included personal sources and impersonal sources such as internet search 
engines, known websites, brokered services, professional contacts and sector 
meetings.  Although the sources used varied, the common element in all descriptions 
was that multiple sources were accessed rather than single sources as the following 
lengthy example highlights: 
 “So I guess seeking it, I’ll do a lot of looking, going to the professionals 
first, looking it up on the internet sites myself, and then to clarify 
anything I don’t understand I’ll go back to the professionals and ask 
questions that I don’t understand and get some specific advice and then 







Figure 4-2 Relationship of sub-themes to concept of information triggers. 
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talking to them about how it affects them and their understanding of it.”  
MGR3 
As exemplified in the example above the multi-source approach was presented 
by some managers as occurring as part of a learning and validation process, in that as 
more is known, more information is pursued or cross-checked.  In addition, some 
participant’s comments suggested that it is the piecemeal nature of the new 
information itself that makes a multi-source approach necessary as it is the only way 
to secure all of the necessary components.  The following detailed response provides 
an example of this: 
“So I suppose what we did was that I had a chat to some other 
organisations that do that…and they were both really helpful but 
unfortunately they couldn’t share their templates, so I resourced the 
internet as well, Google is a fantastic source of information, and got 
some templates there…I still had to develop a contract and needed to talk 
to our workers compensation insurance to find out whether we need to 
cover them.  I also resourced Office of Fair Trading because they have 
some information….Our industrial body wouldn’t give information on 
independent contractors because they are not employees…So it’s quite an 
in-depth process and takes a fair bit to sus out.”  MGR4 
Following on from these process narratives, the second related sub-theme to 
acquisition was investment.  In analysing the interviews it emerged that all managers 
were conscious of investments of time and resources in acquiring information 
including allocations towards training, reading, research, and the assessment of 
whether more information was needed, and where to source it. This commitment is 
described below: 
“I think that is where my biggest time is spent, is researching.  You know 
that the information is there but it is finding it and making sure that you 
have got the right information or information that will work for your 
centre.” MGR12 
Six managers also noted that an awareness of investment costs influenced 
decisions on what and when to acquire information and when to cease seeking 
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further information as indicated by MGR3, “So you assess where do I need to really 
chase it up and where’s my time best spent”. 
One comment also suggested that as was noted earlier in the balancing 
priorities sub-theme there is a level of compromise that occurs as a result of the 
limited resources that can be invested into any task including acquisition. 
“I have quite a high standard of what I would like my work to be and I 
think that because there is so much that I have to be across that it only 
gets done to what it has to be done at and I want to actually do it better 
but I can’t” MGR4 
The two further sub-themes that were identified as important to acquiring new 
knowledge were source accessibility and source reliability.  In identifying the 
importance of these two attributes all managers noted how it had an influence on the 
choice of which source to access, with comments made for both personal and 
impersonal sources.  For instance, in discussing the internet several managers noted 
the positive value of its accessibility, such as “Googled it, amazing Google, love 
Google and came up with the information.” (MGR10), but comments were also made 
as to the risks of it in terms of reliability, for example “the issue with using the 
internet though is that there is no guarantee on the information you are getting” 
(MGR1). 
 Comments relating specifically to source accessibility described the importance in 
terms of speeding up the information seeking process and/or simplifying the search 
as outlined in the following comment:   
“We live in a world where if you want information you want it now and 
so if we can’t get it now we will go to the next place where we can 
quickly get it…I think that is why we have our networks of reliance I 
guess.” MGR1 
For many of the managers gaining access to information was discussed in 
terms of the value of forming connections and comments included both positive 
experiences, for example “so I guess through having networks sometimes doors 
open.  You know you will get stuff that you wouldn’t get otherwise”(MGR12) and 
 Chapter 4: Data Analysis 73 
more challenging experiences, such as “we’re quite a conservative lot up here so it’s 
hard to break down those barriers to get information” (MGR11). 
The final sub-theme, source reliability , was revealed as a pertinent aspect for 
all managers with respect to which sources to access.  In terms of acquiring 
information, reliability was presented as being based on a level of trust or 
dependability in the person or organisations know-how, experience, or an 
expectation of a willingness to accurately refer the manager on. The following 
examples present some of the different ways in which source reliability is 
conceptualised in the first the focus is on experience, the next places an emphasis on 
accuracy and the last presents that it is the style of sharing itself that is valued for its 
reliability: 
“If I didn’t know something and I couldn’t find it I would just phone 
them and to this day I still do the same thing because they have so much 
experience.  There may be some things that I disagree with but I make 
sure that I have got all the information before I make a decision” MGR12 
“We have to trust that somebody’s got the most up to date information so 
I guess our choice is to go with advice from employer services; that they 
are switched on; that they have got it all correct.” MGR7 
“because he does share the reason, he’ll tell you where he’s read 
that....he’ll share the information and then he will say go and check this 
part of your service agreement or this part of the act” MGR2 
As further indication of the importance of reliability, frustration was expressed 
by four managers at the lack of reliability from sources that were perceived as the 
correct one to access in terms of information, such as government agencies or 
member associations.  In discussing the matter it was the vague or conflicting 
answers provided from individuals within the source organisation that resulted in a 
negative perception as indicated below: 
“The government representatives that you would think and expect to 
know and to be able to tell you definitively what something means and to 
have them sort of like say ‘well no, you can’t take this as gospel’.  It’s 
like well what’s the point, then why be there.” Focus Group 
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“I have to be really specific...and double check back with her that she’s 
giving me the right information because I have tried to talk to her about 
stuff sometimes and then I’ve talked to another one in there when she 
wasn’t there and they give me different information and that gets a little 
bit tricky.” MGR4 
In summary, all managers provided examples of acquiring new knowledge.  
The direct relationship of this theme to the sub-themes outlined in the section above 
is presented in Figure 4-3.  Firstly all managers described a process that involved 
accessing multiple sources rather than single sources and comments identified that 
this approach supported a learning or cross-checking process and / or was a reflection 
of the scattered nature of information in complex emerging areas. All managers made 
comment of investments of time and resources in acquiring information and some 
reflected that it influenced decisions on prioritising information acquisition.  Finally 
source accessibility and source reliability were important source attributes in terms of 
where to acquire information from.  Source accessibility was valued in terms of 
speeding up the information seeking process and/or simplifying the search.  Source 
reliability was valued in terms of the person or organisations know-how, experience 









4.2.4 Integrating new knowledge 
The final main theme, integrating new knowledge, captured processes that led 
to managers incorporating new information into organisational activities. The two 








Figure 4-3 Relationship of sub-themes to concept of acquiring new knowledge. 
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information and working towards developing new policies and practices through 
social integration mechanisms.  
Comments that reflected the process of managers seeking to understand new 
information were captured in assimilating new information.  For 12 managers 
assimilation was identified as a conscious step following on from acquiring 
information with only one manager making no reference to it during the interview.  
Developing an understanding of new information was outlined as an intermediary 
stage that contributed to both informing whether more information needs to be 
acquired and to developing an organisational response. Examples of this are: 
“So I have just been researching and keeping an eye out for anything or 
anybody who I think may have some knowledge about what is 
happening... I’ve also been told that we may receive letters by the end of 
this month if there are going to be changes...so I guess I am watching for 
that.” MGR9 
“So I just double check who should I talk to about this that might have an 
understanding or ask to have a look at it and see how they interpret it just 
to check with my own understanding” MGR3 
Social integration mechanisms, as a sub-theme of integrating new knowledge, 
captures occasions where managers indicated that social interactions such as 
meetings, phone calls and emails contributed to the understanding and transformation 
of new information into knowledge. Such anecdotes were central to all discussions 
on integrating new knowledge into the organisation.  In the social integration 
mechanism sub-theme, it was apparent that there were two different sets of attributes 
that influenced the assimilation of information and incorporation of the information 
into organisational policies and practices.  The first set were functional attributes and 
included the functional way in which social interactions such as problem solving, 
validation and resource sharing were used to value add to the process.  The second 
sets were relational attributes and included the importance of relational 
characteristics such as perceived respect, trust, length of relationship, and similarity, 
to decisions by the managers to participate in collaborative integration processes. 
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In terms of functional attributes the majority of managers described how 
turning to others for access to resources facilitated the task both in terms of speed 
and results. For example:   
“She was able to bring things along for us and say well this is the way 
that they are doing it up there, you can probably adapt that and it will 
make your life a bit easier.” MGR2 
“We also have an MOU with each of those services so that we’re not 
duplicating anything that we’ve got to share.” MGR11 
Obtaining validation from key people was presented as important by most 
managers in terms of checking “have I got this right?” (Focus Group) or “is this 
what’s really happening?” (MGR2)  This process of validation was noted by seven 
managers as important due to the isolated nature of the role as indicated in the 
following example: 
“Having a few different go-to’s for it because you get so siloed in your 
own world that you need those checks, those external checks to make 
sure that you are not just thinking something in a whole parallel universe.  
So I guess it clarifies and just cements that...you are checking your 
understandings and your perceptions of the worlds around you not just in 
terms of yourself but in terms of others.” MGR3 
Two managers indicated that professional growth meant that the perceived 
need for validation had decreased although both still presented examples of accessing 
external people for other forms of knowledge integration such as resource sharing 
and problem solving at other points in their interviews.   
“I feel much more confident now than I did early on like when I first 
entered into this role, I did much more of that checking with other NGO 
managers, “what am I doing, I have no idea” but I do that a lot less now.” 
MGR4 
Although the functional benefits of working with others was a strong and 
repeated theme, the importance of a relationship and relational attributes were also 
stressed by managers in terms of choosing to access others for collaborative work.   
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All managers commented on the importance of relationship to integrating 
information with some comments only noting relationships generally and other 
comments being quite specific to particular attributes.  An example of a general 
comment that identifies the presence of working relationships is given below: 
“You build up a relationship with certain people throughout your 
working life and if those people are doing similar things to what you’re 
doing then obviously it is going to be a lot easier to get across there.” 
MGR11 
More specific comments were made on different relational aspects including trust, 
respect and similarity.  No manager noted all of these aspects, with most only 
commenting on one or two. The most commonly noted aspect was trust with 10 of 
the 13 managers making a comment as exemplified below: 
“We actually need to have some level of trust before we start to open our 
doors to other people to give them information or to receive information 
and that is based on relationship whether it is government, non-
government, big organisation, small organisation, whatever.”  MGR1 
Respect was linked to discussions in choosing a person to access and was 
commented on in seven interviews, for example: 
“It’s this respect amongst the peers that I have around who are in these 
smaller organisations that are working solely for their community 
whereas other one you just feel coming in and you know it’s just a job 
and that’s a huge difference that emotive stuff comes in to play” MGR6  
Two examples of the seven managers that noted the relevance of similarity in terms 
of organisational size and operational challenges with regards to working together on 
integrating new knowledge are: 
“There’s a couple of organisations that are the same, they’re the ones that 
I would be a little bit tighter with rather than the ones that come from the 
larger organisations that sort of have a head office” MGR2 
“It is the similarity of services, you know with the ones that come from 
the larger organisations it tends to be more of a professional relationship 












it doesn’t go to that personal level where you sort of rely on them and 
trust them no matter what” MGR6 
In summary, all managers provided examples of integrating new knowledge 
which included processes of assimilating new information and social integration 
mechanisms.  Assimilating new information captured the important dimension of 
managers developing an understanding of new information. Secondly social 
integration mechanisms revealed the nature of integrating new knowledge into the 
organisation through social interactions.  In terms of social integration there were 
two sub-sets of attributes that emerged from the data.  Functional attributes which 
included the way in which another person can “value add” to the process through 
their knowledge or problem-solving skills and  relational attributes which 
underpinned a manager’s choice in who to access including trust, respect and 
similarity.    Figure 4-4 presents the direct relationship of the theme integrating new 
knowledge to its sub-themes as well as identifying the relationship of functional and 
relational attributes to the sub-theme of social integration mechanisms.   
 
4.2.5 Section summary and conceptual map 
The four core themes identified from thematic coding of the participant 
interviews and focus group session were: valuing new knowledge, information 
triggers, acquiring new knowledge, and integrating new knowledge.  A conceptual 
map that draws all the themes and sub-themes presented so far and the relationships 
to each other into one visual representation is presented below in Figure 4-5. As can 
be seen in this map, relationships between the core themes were also identified 
Figure 4-4 Relationship of sub-themes to concept of integrating new knowledge. 
































Figure 4-5 Conceptual map of all themes and sub-themes related to new knowledge 
acquisition and integration. 
during the analysis including the influence of: information triggers on valuing new 
knowledge and acquiring new knowledge; valuing new knowledge on acquiring new 
















The three sub-themes of vigilance, balancing priorities and investment are 
related to different themes but are all resource based dimensions that influence the 
knowledge transfer processes.  An arrow is shown between source and vigilance to 
represent the driver that participants indicated trigger sources were, on influencing 
what strategies to employ to ensure that relevant trigger events occur. 
The next section presents the findings from the social network analysis. 
































4.3 SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS OF EGO NETWORK DATA 
Stage two of the research programme surveyed the professional networks of 
nine managers in order to answer the third research question on the structure and 
relational characteristics of a manager’s network for knowledge identification, 
acquisition and assimilation. This section presents the social network analysis from 
these surveys.  With reference to the conceptual map introduced in the previous 
section (Figure 4-5) this section has a focus on the data that further informs the 
themes of acquiring new knowledge and integrating new knowledge and the sub-















Figure 4-6 Focus of Social Network Analysis. 
 



















4.3.1  Network size and composition 
All managers identified a minimum of ten individuals or ‘knowledge alters’ 
that they exchange knowledge with.  All results presented below are based on the ten 
alters that each manager, or ‘ego’, identified as the most important to them in terms 
of knowledge transfer.   
Table 4-2 on the following page, provides the proportion of alter attributes in 
terms of gender, age range, and role, as well as the ego gender, and ego age range. 
Analysis of the extent to which these attributes are similar to the ego (homophily); 
and similar or diverse to one another (heterogeneity), are presented in Figures 4-7 
and 4-8 respectively.  
Firstly, Figure 4-7 presents the results for homophily using Krackhardt and 
Stern’s E-I index (where -1.0 reflects homophily, or similarity to ego, and +1.0 
heterophily, or difference to ego).  No pattern could be seen in this figure, with high 
variation in alter homophily for age, gender, and role within each manager’s network 
as well as variation between individual managers.  In terms of the attribute of age, 
MGR1 was most dissimilar to his alters (0.8), and MGR5 was most similar to her 
alters (-0.8).  MGR4, MGR5 and MGR8 were moderately similar to alters in terms of 
gender (-0.6), and MGR3 and MGR7 were moderately dissimilar to alters in terms of 
role (0.6).  When considered as a group, the E-I index average for all 9 managers was 






Figure 4-7 E-I index for homophily for attributes of gender, age and role. 
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MGR1 M 70 30 20-34 10 70 20 
 
60 20  10  10   
MGR2 F 60 40 35-49 20 80 
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MGR3 F 70 30 35-49 10 50 40 
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MGR6 M 40 60 35-49 10 30 50 10 60  10 30     
MGR7 F 40 60 35-49 10 40 40 10 20 30  10 20 10 10  
MGR8 M 20 80 50-64 30 50 20 
 
50 20  20 10    
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Figure 4-8 presents the results for heterogeneity using Agresti’s index of 
qualitative variation (IQV) for categorical variables. The index of qualitative 
variation can vary from 0.00 to 1.00.  An IQV of 0.00 represents an instance where 
all of the cases of the distribution are in one category and there is no diversity or 
variation between individuals and an IQV of 1.00 represents an instance where the 
cases in a distribution are distributed evenly across the categories and there is 
maximum variation between individuals.  
 
Figure 4-8 Index of qualitative variation (IQV) for alter attributes gender, age and 
role. 
 
In the results of this study there were no instances where all of the alters were 
in one category for age, gender, or role.  MGR5 had the lowest index of 0.36 for age, 
with nine of the ten alters all occurring within the same age range category. All other 
index scores were above 0.6 indicating a moderate to high diversity in the 
distribution of age, gender, and roles between the ten alters of each manager.  
4.3.2 Network structure  
The previous section provided the composition of each manager’s ego network 
in terms of alter attributes of age, gender, and role.  This section presents the results 
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structural hole measures for the density, effective size, and efficiency of each 
manager’s network are provided below in Table 4-3.  
Table 4-3 Ego network structural hole measures. 
ID Density Effective Size Efficiency 
MGR1 .56 5.0 .50 
MGR2 .29 7.4 .74 
MGR3 .40 6.4 .64 
MGR4 .24 7.8 .78 
MGR5 .53 5.2 .52 
MGR6 .87 2.2 .22 
MGR7 .16 8.6 .86 
MGR8 .11 9.0 .90 
MGR9 .18 8.4 .84 
 
Density is the number of lines of connection, expressed as a proportion of the 
possible number of lines of connection, with a maximum expression of 1.0 if all 
possible lines are present.  In this study the density ranges from 0.87 for MGR6 
where the majority of possible lines between alters are connected, to 0.11 for MGR8 
where few of the possible lines between alters are connected.  The effective size, 
where all the shared or redundant relationships are removed ranges from 9.0 (out of a 
possible maximum of 10) for MGR8 and 2.2 for MGR6.  Efficiency is the effective 
size divided by the actual size and therefore directly proportional to effective size.  
MGR8 has the highest network efficiency measure at 0.9 and MGR6 the lowest 
efficiency measure at 0.22.  
To assist in interpreting the measures in Table 4-2 a visual representation of the 
ties between knowledge alters for each ego is presented in Figures 4-9 – 4-17.  As 
can be seen each manager had a unique ego network structure.  Only major 
observations will be made about the general network structure of each manager as 
the figures primarily serve to demonstrate the large amount of variation between 
managers’ network structures. 
For the sake of clarity only the ties between each alter are represented in these 
network graphs with the ego and the ties between the ego and each alter assumed. 
Each alter is labelled according to their role.  
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The first ego network, Figure 4-9 , is that of MGR1.  This network has a 
density of 0.56 where half of the knowledge alters are connected to one another, 
resulting in an effective network size of 5.  In social network analysis terminology, 
this network graph is regarded as a connected graph with paths existing between 
every pair of alters or ‘nodes’.  As presented in Table 4-2 the network is dominated 









The ego network for MGR2 is shown in Figure 4-10.  As can be seen this 
network has a lower density (0.29) than MGR1, where only one third of alters are 
connected to one another.  This network has one alter that, with the exception of the 
tie to the ego, is not connected to any other node. This is known as an isolate.  This 
network is comprised of an even proportion of knowledge alters crossing four main 
roles of NGO manager (30%), management committee member (30%), other NGO 








Figure 4-9 Ego network for MGR1 including alter role and connections. 
Figure 4-10 Ego network for MGR2 including alter role and connections. 
 86 Chapter 4: Data Analysis 
The ego network for MGR3 has a density of 0.40 and an effective size of 6.4.  
As shown in Figure 4-11 this network has two isolates with the remainder of the 
nodes connected by at least three lines.  Six different alter roles are represented in 















Figure 4-12 presents the ego network for MGR4.  As can be seen this network 
has a low density (0.24) with very few connections between alters resulting in a high 
effective size of 7.8.  This network has one isolate and five nodes that are only 
connected to one or two other nodes.  The network is comprised of knowledge alters 
from four main roles: NGO manager (40%), management committee member (10%), 














Figure 4-11 Ego network for MGR3 including alter role and connections. 
Figure 4-12 Ego network for MGR4 including alter role and connections. 
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Figure 4-13 shows the ego network for MGR5.  This network has a density of 
0.53 and an effective size of 5.2.  As with MGR1, this is a connected graph with lines 
existing between every pair of nodes.  Of note, 50% of alters in this network are 
government employees with the remaining alters comprised of NGO managers 








The ego network for MGR6 has the highest density of 0.87 and associated 
lowest effective size of 2.2.  As shown in Figure 4-14 this network is a connected 
graph with multiple lines existing between every pair of nodes.  The network is 










Figure 4-13 Ego network for MGR 5 including alter role and connections. 
Figure 4-14 Ego network for MGR6 including alter role and connections. 
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Figure 4-15 presents the ego network for MGR7.  In contrast to the previous 
network this network has a low density of 0.16 and an associated high effective size 
of 8.6.  This graph has two isolates and also two separate components where two or 
more alters are not connected to another grouping of two or more alters.  In this case 
the smaller component consists of only two nodes.  In the main component the six 
nodes are connected by only one or two lines. Six different alter roles are represented 











 The ego network for MGR8 has the lowest density at 0.11 and subsequently 
the greatest effective size of 9.0.  The graph shown in Figure 4-16 has six isolates 
and in the main component the four nodes are connected by only one or two lines.  
NGO managers are 50% of alters in this network with the remaining alters comprised 









Figure 4-15 Ego network for MGR7 including alter role and connections. 
Figure 4-16 Ego network for MGR8 including alter role and connections. 
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Finally, Figure 4-17 presents the ego network for MGR9.  This manager’s 
network also has a low density of 0.18 and an associated high effective size of 8.4.  
This graph has one isolate and three separate components two of which have only 
two nodes.  In the main component the five nodes are connected by one or two lines. 
Five different alter roles are represented in this network with the largest proportion 











Overall, as will be discussed in the next chapter, each of the managers had a 
unique ego network structure when the ties between the knowledge alters were 
visualised. The next section presents the findings on knowledge transfer between the 
manager and the knowledge alters in their network. 
4.3.3 Network – relational content 
This section presents the results on the relational content, or type of 
knowledge, which the ego accesses from each knowledge alter.  Table 4-4 presents 
the number of alters, out of a possible maximum of ten, that each manager accessed 
for each of four different knowledge types (new information, resource sharing, 
problem solving, and validation). 
The average number of alters accessed for new information and problem 
solving was the same at 7.89, with the greatest average number of alters accessed for 
resource sharing (9.11) and the lowest average number of alters accessed for 
validation (7.00).  At an individual manager level MGR1, MGR2 and MGR8 entered 
Figure 4-17 Ego network for MGR9 including alter role and connections. 
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all ten alters for each knowledge type. MGR3 accessed the least number of alters for 
new information (four) and MGR 7 accessed the least number of alters for resource 
sharing (five), problem solving (three), and validation (two).  
Table 4-4 Number of alters accessed for each knowledge type  
ID KNOWLEDGE TYPE   
MGR NEWINFO RESOURCE PROBLEM VALID 
1 10 10 10 10 
2 10 10 10 10 
3 4 9 5 4 
4 7 10 8 5 
5 9 9 10 10 
6 9 10 6 3 
7 5 5 3 2 
8 10 10 10 10 
9 8 10 9 9 
Average 7.89 9.11 7.89 7.00 
 
Figure 4-18 presents the number of alters accessed by each of the nine 
managers for resource sharing and validation as these were the two knowledge types 
that had the  greatest and least average number of knowledge alters respectively.   
 
Figure 4-18 Number of alters accessed by resource sharing and validation. 
 
It is apparent that for most managers, with the exception of MGR1, MGR2, and 
MGR 8 who entered all ten alters for each knowledge type, that there was variation 
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of managers accessed more alters for resource sharing than for validation, with only 
MGR2 and MGR5 accessing one more alter for validation than for resource sharing. 
MGR6 has the greatest difference with ten alters accessed for resource sharing and 
three alters accessed for validation.  MGR7 accessed the least alters overall (five for 
resource sharing and two for validation).   
As can be seen in Figure 4-18 above there were many instances where the same 
alter was accessed for both types of knowledge by the ego. Such a relationship where 
more than one resource is accessed from the same alter is known as a multiplex 
relationship.  Figure 4-19 shows the multiplex relations in this study by identifying 
the number of alters that each manager accessed for one, two, three or  four types of 
knowledge.  Where an alter was only accessed for one type of knowledge the 
relationship was categorised as uniplex. 
 
Figure 4-19 Number of alters accessed by number of knowledge types (1-4).  
 
In this study, MGR1, MGR2 and MGR8 had the highest level of multiplexity 
where all ten alters were accessed for all four types of knowledge.  In contrast 
MGR3, MGR4 and MGR7 had five, two, and seven alters respectively that they had 
a uniplex relationship with where they only accessed them for one type of 
knowledge.  The remainder, MGR5, MGR6 and MGR9, had some level of 
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4.3.4 Network – relational form  
The final analysis of the ego network survey data examined the importance of 
each alter to the manager for the particular type of knowledge accessed.  This 
analysis was to investigate if managers had different preferences for accessing 
individual knowledge alters on the basis of the type of knowledge sought. 
Importance was rated by each manager placing the alters in one of five rings of 
a sociogram (as shown in Appendix B), where one represented most important, 
through to five, least important.  In the ego-network visualisation this is represented 
by line length with a shorter line representing greater importance.  The raw data for 
the number of alters accessed by managers for each knowledge type is presented in 
Appendix E and the importance of alters to the managers for the four knowledge 
types are presented in Appendix F.  
Following analysis and visualisation, two distinct variations of ego network 
graphs could be seen with each showing variance in the importance of knowledge 
alters across the four different knowledge types (identification, resource sharing, 
problem solving, and validation).  The first variation had a distinctive difference in 
the total number of alters accessed for different knowledge types as well as 
differences in line lengths for particular alters between knowledge types. Six of the 
nine managers’ ego networks had this type of variation.    Figures 4-20, and  4-21 
illustrate examples of  this variation in an ego network for two of the four knowledge 
types: resource sharing, and validation.  When viewing this representation, the ego is 
the large central dot and the alters are connected to the ego by a line, and individually 
numbered. Importance is represented by the different line lengths and the placement 
of the alter in one of five rings with the closest ring representing the greatest 
importance to the ego for that knowledge type.   
Firstly, in Figure 4-20 the ego network of MGR3 is shown for the knowledge 
type resource sharing (A), and then for validation (B).  The variation in MGR3’s ego 
network is an example where a different number of alters are accessed for the two 
knowledge types. As can be seen nine alters were accessed for resource sharing 
whereas only four alters were accessed for validation. In addition alters 03-003, 03-
005 and 03-006 were all closer (more important) to the ego for resource sharing than 
for validation.  




 Figure 4-20  Importance of knowledge alters to MGR3 for A) resource sharing and 
B) validation. 
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A) 
B) 
A second example of this type of variation in the ego network is shown by 
MGR4 in Figure 4-21 (Resource sharing (A) and validation (B)).   
Figure 4-21 Importance of knowledge alters to MGR4 for A) resource sharing and 
B) validation. 
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As can be seen all ten alters were accessed for resource sharing whereas only 
five alters were accessed for validation, and knowledge alters 04-001, 04-006 and 
04-010 were closer (more important) to the ego for validation than for resource 
sharing. 
The second variation that presented following analysis of the ego networks 
across knowledge types was shown by three managers and was represented by the 
same alters being accessed for each knowledge type with distinct differences in the 
importance of particular alters for different knowledge types.  The first example of 
this is the ego network of MGR2 represented in Figure 4-22 for resource sharing (A) 
and then for validation (B).   
As is apparent in Figure 4-22 , when comparing the ego network for resource 
sharing (A) with validation (B), the knowledge alters 02-001, 02-002 and 02-003 
were closer (more important)  to the ego for resource sharing than for validation, 
whereas knowledge alters 02-006 and 02-008 were closer (more important) for 
validation than for resource sharing. Five of the ten alters were not rated differently 
for these two knowledge types. 
A second example of this type of variation in the ego network is shown by 
MGR8 in Figure 4-23 for resource sharing (A) and validation (B).   
Visual inspection reveals that several alters have a different line length for the 
two knowledge types representing different relative importance to the manager in 
terms of accessing that knowledge type. Alters 08-004 and 08-007 were closer (more 
important) to the ego for resource sharing than for validation, whereas alters 08-005 
and 08-008 were closer (more important) for validation than for resource sharing. 
Alter 08-001, 08-002 and 08-003 maintained their position at the core of the circles, 
rated as most important, for both knowledge types. 
 





Figure 4-22 Importance of knowledge alters to MGR2 for resource sharing (A) and 
validation (B). 




Figure 4-23 Importance of knowledge alters to MGR8 for resource sharing (A) and 
validation (B). 
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In addition to the social network survey data, additional data from the post-
survey interviews contributed to interpreting the inclusion and rating of knowledge 
alters shown above.  Analysis of this is presented in the following section 4.3.5. 
4.3.5 Social integration mechanisms 
Section 4.2.4 outlined the theme of integrating new knowledge and identified 
that social activities were noted by the focus group and individual interviews as 
assisting in knowledge incorporation and transformation.  This section presents 
additional material from the post network survey interviews that is specific to the ego 
networks presented in the preceding section and that contributes further to the 
thematic analysis of social integration mechanisms. 
Three specific aspects were expanded on in the nine post network survey 
interviews.  The first aspect was the concept of a core and periphery.  This was 
clearly indicated by the managers when commenting on the socio-gram diagram that 
they had constructed.  Examples of comments about a core group of people that are 
preferentially accessed out of a wider group of possible contacts include: 
 “These ones in the two inner circles would be the ones where there is the 
most amount of trust and support within and relationship built.  MGR1 
“They would definitely be my first port of call but I may go to the next 
levels out just to get in a little bit more balance of information.  But these 
would be definitely people who I would go to first off” MGR7 
Some comments also indicated the counter of this which is that there are 
some contacts that sit more in the periphery or are not included at all.  For 
example:  
 “They are the people that I would least likely approach…I probably 
could if I wanted but I would go to these other people first.” MGR2 
The second key aspect to emerge from the post-survey interviews was a clear 
awareness of preferential selection in terms of accessing different people for 
different types of knowledge interaction.  Examples of this awareness and associated 
reasons are: 
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“If you want something more around like legalities you might go to a 
particular person because you know that they are more knowledgeable in 
that area” MGR2 
“I’ve got more people here in this quadrant in terms of resource sharing, 
a broader type of people….So I get information from a broader range but 
I obviously problem solve it and check it with less people.  So there is 
probably a funnelling process for me.” MGR3 
“It depends on what I am dealing with so I deal with different people for 
different issues” MGR9 
The final aspect that was revealed through specific comments made by post-
survey interview participants was with regards to the temporal nature of networks 
and perceptions of alters from the managers perspective: 
“I think it is a bit like tetris where you keep changing the people in your 
network as you have different needs and a different focus.  You can’t 
keep contact with everyone so your network changes over time” MGR4 
“Even though I have known her for years I have only just realised what 
an incredible head she has for management, for problem solving, when 
we were talking about change management…so as I get to know people 
better and then get to know their backgrounds I get to go right you have 
had this experience in this area.” MGR7 
These three additional aspects will be discussed in conjunction with the earlier 
thematic analysis in the following chapter. 
4.3.6 Section summary – social network analysis 
Section 4.3 has presented the analysis of the social network survey data.  Nine 
managers participated in the social network survey.  Firstly, the size and composition 
of their individual networks were detailed, including both the similarity (homophily) 
of the managers to their knowledge alters, and the commonality (heterogeneity) of 
alters to one another, in terms of age, gender, and role.  Overall, there was no 
uniform finding with regards to the level of similarity or difference between 
managers and their alters for age, gender or role. 
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Next the structural hole measures of network density and effective size of each 
managers network was presented, along with a visual representation of the ties 
between alters.  Again there was no uniform finding across managers in terms of the 
ego-network structures, with measures ranging from high density to low density, and 
some graphs appearing highly connected, whereas others had separate components 
and/or isolates. 
The third sub-section (4.3.3) presented the results on the number of knowledge 
types accessed through each of a manager’s ten alters.  Of the four knowledge types 
(new information, resource sharing, problem solving and validation) some managers 
accessed all four from each alter whereas other managers accessed fewer types from 
each alter.  Three managers only accessed one knowledge type from several alters. 
Section 4.3.4 explored the relative importance of each alter for the different 
knowledge types accessed.  It was identified that there were two different variations 
to the ego network when considering different knowledge types.  The first variation, 
shown by six managers, was that a different number of alters were accessed between 
types as well as different levels of importance attributed to those alters.  The second 
was that the same alters were accessed and different levels of importance were 
attributed to them for different knowledge types.  Finally, an analysis of qualitative 
interview data relevant to the social network survey was presented and indicated that 
concepts of core/periphery, preferential selection, and temporal nature were 
important to accessing knowledge alters and the social integration mechanisms 
theme. 
The next chapter will discuss both these findings and the thematic analysis 
from section 4.2.
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
This chapter discusses the findings that were presented in chapter four.  In 
order to frame this discussion the research focus and temporal context of the study is 
revisited.  This is followed by an analysis of the way in which each of the themes and 
network findings relate to relevant literature, and inform an understanding of 
absorptive capacity processes in relation to the research questions.  
The purpose of this research was to explore the mechanisms that trigger new 
knowledge awareness for managers of small social services and the processes that 
they use to acquire, assimilate and integrate this knowledge for the benefit of their 
organisation.  Before discussion of the findings it is particularly important to 
highlight the time period in which the research was undertaken. As noted earlier, data 
for this study was collected during a period of significant change and uncertainty in 
the community sector with regards to the content of contractual agreements, 
regulatory frameworks, and changing stakeholder needs and expectations (Australian 
Council of Social Service, 2013; Productivity Commission, 2010).  A fundamental 
premise of the absorptive capacity theory is that periods of volatility and change in 
business will require different responses to information seeking than would occur in 
times of relative stability (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).  Following Cohen and 
Levinthal’s (1990) premise, the findings of this study are therefore discussed in the 
context of being reflective of a time of significant change in the non-profit sector 
with recognition that this may have driven different processes than would have been 
captured by research conducted during a more stable period. 
The following discussion of findings is presented in sections that relate to the 
research questions and incorporate the four major themes identified in chapter four: 
information triggers; valuing new knowledge; acquiring new knowledge; and 
integrating new knowledge.   
5.1 NEW KNOWLEDGE TRIGGERS 
New information triggers were identified by participants as playing a critical 
role in stimulating information seeking and knowledge acquisition by managers. 
Within the theme of information triggers, three sub-themes: trigger nature, trigger 
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source, and trigger vigilance were found to influence the processes that stimulate 
new knowledge awareness for managers.  This theme and the associated sub-themes 
will be discussed in this section. 
Firstly, the identification by managers of triggers that stimulate knowledge 
seeking is consistent with Zahra and George’s (2002) model of absorptive capacity, 
where activation triggers act as a moderator between knowledge sources and 
experience, and potential absorptive capacity.  Zahra and George (2002, p. 193) 
defined triggers as “events that encourage or compel a firm to respond to specific 
internal or external stimuli” and are seen as key in driving an organisation’s efforts to 
seek external knowledge. These authors also identify triggers that stimulate 
knowledge seeking as indicators of events that may influence the future of the 
industry and that may relate to innovative practice, dominant industry design, or be 
of a regulatory or technological nature (Zahra & George, 2002).   
In this study, participants’ descriptions of the nature of triggers were dominated 
by regulatory type triggers including notice of policy changes to specific contracted 
service provision procedures, and legislative change to service agreements, agency 
compliance, audit requirements, and the industrial relations framework. The 
dominance of regulatory triggers as the main identified trigger type is not surprising 
when considered against the significant sector reforms implemented by Queensland 
Government, and the finding at a national level that “the current regulatory 
framework for the sector is complex, lacks coherence, sufficient transparency and is 
costly to not-for-profits” (Productivity Commission, 2010, p. XXIII). 
In terms of the information trigger sources it was notable that, in contrast to 
research findings in studies of small private business, such as Jack (2005) and 
Murphy and Young (1995), source contacts were not social or personal connections 
of the managers. Instead, the dominant trigger sources were contacts who specialise 
in legal and regulatory sector information such as formal member subscriptions to 
peak bodies e.g. QCOSS and NDS, and advisory bodies e.g. QCSEA, and funding 
agency staff and communication media.   
Although at odds with earlier research, this finding of sector specific sources is 
perhaps not unexpected if considered against Zahra and George’s (2002) key 
propositions on the influence of triggers on search processes. In their model of 
absorptive capacity, Zahra and George (2002) reason that triggers serve a significant 
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role in influencing knowledge searches and the resourcing of such searches, and form 
the proposition that a) trigger sources will influence the locus, or place, of search for 
external sources of knowledge, and b) that the trigger intensity, in terms of 
persistence or width in potential impact, will influence the additional resources 
allocated to acquire and assimilate this knowledge.  
In considering the first of these propositions against the findings of this study 
(refer section 4.2.2), it appears that there is a positive relationship between an 
increased focus on attending to information from the dominant reported trigger 
sources.  In this study, managers indicated directed and focused attention towards 
those sources that serve to provide trigger information in the areas of regulatory and 
legislative change.  The findings of this research lend support to Zahra and George’s 
(2002) proposition that trigger sources influence the locus of search.  
Support for the second part of Zahra and George’s (2002) proposition that 
trigger intensity (persistence or width) will influence resource allocation and support 
was evident in a number of ways in this study.  Historically, financial and human 
resources are scarce in social services and many areas such as professional 
development and maintenance of physical assets may go under-resourced to make 
ends meet (Lyons, 2001).  Overall, the continued subscription by the participants to 
member organisations such as peak bodies and employer associations even when 
affordability issues were raised, indicated that such memberships were considered a 
priority by managers responsible for the interface between external knowledge and 
the organisation.  Managers also indicated a commitment of valuable time resources 
to attend funding body forums and network meetings, despite noting the time 
challenges that arise in the manager’s role.  Such prioritisation is not surprising when 
considered against the fact that all participants identified that the most persistent 
information seeking activation triggers that they were experiencing were external 
regulatory trigger events such as changes to funding service agreements, audit 
requirements and legislative change.  Such findings support the notion that resources 
will be allocated in response to triggers of increasing intensity, that are of high 
impact or persistent.    
Further evidence of the perceived relevance and importance of triggers related 
to sectoral change was seen in the vigilance noted by managers to communications 
and information from key sector sources.  All managers outlined a range of active 
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processes for ensuring exposure to new triggers.  This pro-activity, demonstrated by 
monitoring for new information, through email and newsletter subscriptions, meeting 
attendances, and membership of sector networks, can be seen as analogous to the 
way in which spiders establish and monitor trip lines on a web in order to ensure that 
anything new is brought to their attention.  It would appear that the managers’ 
vigilance for potential ‘need to know’ information is driven by the combination of 
intensity, frequency and sources of triggers in the sector resulting in a self-
reinforcing feedback system particularly focussed on regulatory change. 
The potential impact of a dominant focus on regulatory change by social 
service providers has been raised by several authors in recent years.  Kong and 
Farrell (2010) raise a concern in their work on knowledge and learning capabilities at 
the apparent shift in the attention of non-profit organisations from serving their 
community of interest, to meeting the requirements of fund providers.  Mission 
diffusion, as a result of addressing disparate and changing stakeholder interests, and 
mission drift, through prioritising financial performance over social outcomes, have 
both been identified as potential consequences of regulatory and economic changes 
in the non-profit sector (Epstein & Yuthas, 2010; OECD, 2003).  This study did not 
explore organisational mission, and so cannot comment on actual change in that area, 
but it is important to note that regulatory and funding reforms dominated the focus of 
the managers interviewed when considering new knowledge.  Given limited 
resources, a focus by these organisations on regulatory and compliance areas would 
suggest that organisational renewal in areas that more directly benefit community 
and clients, such as community engagement, new practices and technological shifts, 
is at risk of inattention. 
5.2 NEW KNOWLEDGE PROCESSES 
This next section discusses the findings that are relevant to the second research 
question regarding the processes managers use to acquire and assimilate new 
knowledge.  Three themes were found to contribute to understanding these 
processes: valuing new knowledge, acquiring new knowledge, and integrating new 
knowledge, and discussion of these are presented in the sections below.  The first to 
be discussed is the theme valuing new knowledge, as this theme captured important 
drivers behind managers prioritising the search for new knowledge.  
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5.2.1 Valuing new knowledge 
As presented in section 4.2.1, the core theme of valuing new knowledge was 
identified through thematic analysis.  Managers’ range of perspectives on the 
importance of new knowledge were represented in the sub-themes of personal 
motivation, organisational importance, and community support as well as a sub-
theme on issues of balancing priorities. Valuing new knowledge was a persistent 
theme, and comments that were subsequently coded in that theme appeared at 
multiple points throughout each interview, rather than in response to any particular 
question, including in response to questions on role, and in providing examples of 
identifying and acquiring new knowledge. 
Importantly, valuing new knowledge was the only theme that did not map 
directly across to a construct in absorptive capacity theory and was not included in 
the conceptual model framing this research (Figure 2-5).  On review, the theme of 
valuing new knowledge seems to incorporate aspects of managerial cognition and 
dominant logics as discussed by Volberda et al. (2010).  In the authors’ discussion 
managerial antecedents at the individual level, such as learning behaviour, cognitive 
perception and mental maps that lead to a dominant management logic, are identified 
as likely to have an impact on organisational absorptive capacity although they 
acknowledge this is under-explored (Volberda et al., 2010). The concept of dominant 
general management logic was introduced by Prahalad and Bettis (1986, p. 490) as a 
way of capturing “the way in which managers conceptualize the business and make 
critical resource allocation decisions”.  Although the findings presented in section 
4.2.1 show individual differences and a complex interplay of personal, organisational 
and community motivations for valuing new knowledge, collectively there is a 
dominant logic expressed by participants, that the investment of time and resources 
to be across new knowledge is paramount in their role as a manager.   
The uniformity of the logic of valuing new knowledge across all 13 managers 
is notable, and perhaps indicative of the influence that the period of high regulatory 
and systemic change occurring at the time of interview was having in the industry. 
Certainly, the emergence of a theme on valuing new knowledge is consistent with 
Van den Bosch et al.’s (1999) suggestion that organisations will have a greater focus 
on knowledge exploration during times of turbulence in the knowledge environment.  
Also, given the high level of external communication that was reported as occurring 
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with other members of the wider social sector it was possible that a common or 
shared level of understanding about sectoral change and the need to be prepared for 
change was being reinforced at a peer group level.  
The finding that these managers have a proactive approach to new knowledge 
is in contrast to a perception by Government that small non-profit organisations are 
somewhat lacking in terms of fulfilling the administrative requirements of 
government funding and regulatory bodies (Keast, Mandell & Waterhouse, 2011).  
Perhaps a more accurate perspective is that the processes used by these managers are 
appropriate for the scale of organisation as argued by Anheier (2000) who reasons 
that small ‘tent’ non-profit organisations which operate more typically in the 
management style of adhocracy or ‘muddling through’ can be just as fit for purpose 
in meeting particular social objectives as large ‘palace’ organisations that adopt well 
defined task environments.   
When asked to describe the nature of their role in the organisation all 
participants outlined a very diverse role in keeping with previous work that identified 
that the individuals in such positions are functionally isolated and responsible across 
all operational and strategic levels (Jackson & Donovan, 1999; Lyons, 2001).  The 
diverse nature of their role is an important consideration when exploring their 
processes as the primary organisational agent for identifying and acquiring new 
knowledge.  The allocation of resources in a small organisation where there are 
limited resources and one individual responsible for the organisation’s absorptive 
capacity raises an issue of the pressure it may place on that individual to identify and 
acquire knowledge at a high rate.   
Within this theme the importance of new knowledge to a manager was 
repeatedly qualified with the challenge of balancing priorities in the manager’s role.  
This prioritisation challenge identified by managers indicates awareness of the 
impact that competing time and role demands may have on the processes related to 
seeking information and acquiring information.  While Cohen and Levinthal (1990) 
propose that it is critical that a firm invest in new emerging areas to avoid falling 
behind in an industry,  Jackson and Donovan (1999) in their review of management 
issues related to small non-profit organisations, identify that there is the risk of 
burnout for the manager in seeking to achieve that, and subsequent risk of negative 
impact on the organisation. Similarly a recent Queensland study found that social 
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service managers prioritised network meetings to secure new information but were 
experiencing meeting fatigue due to the sheer number attended (Keast, Waterhouse, 
Murphy & Brown, 2011).  These past studies and the present findings all support the 
proposition that managers are aware of the importance of being across new 
knowledge but are also prudent in understanding the challenges and where possible 
seeking to manage them.   
An important consideration in this theme on valuing new knowledge is the 
extent to which the current dynamics in the external knowledge environment may 
account for the sub-themes that emerged at this time.  The sub-themes of valuing 
knowledge as a means for providing community support and for personal learning 
are perhaps not unexpected when considering the nature of social services’ missions 
and individual learning goals.  However, the sub-theme that captured concern at 
ensuring organisational outcomes, expressed through such ideas as sector 
competition and risk management, and the sub-theme focused on the challenges of 
balancing priorities, were potentially a product of the current rapidly changing 
environment, and these sub-themes may be less prominent in a more stable period.  
Certainly responses in the most recent national community sector survey on issues 
facing the sector support that: funding uncertainty, pressures to compete, increased 
regulation and reporting obligations, and challenges for smaller organisations to 
remain viable, are currently identified as key issues by the social services sector 
throughout Australia (Australian Council of Social Service, 2013).  
Finally, Todorova and Durisin (2007) stress the importance of recognising 
system dynamics and associated feedback relationships when considering absorptive 
capacity processes. Overall, it would seem that the concept of valuing new 
knowledge that emerged in this study is in response to feedback from the intensity of 
information triggers, and is a powerful process driver leading to managers being 
vigilant for new triggers, which serves to reinforce perceptions of the importance of 
new knowledge and subsequent resource allocations.   
 
5.2.2 Acquiring new knowledge 
The theme for acquiring new knowledge encompassed strategies, barriers and 
influencing factors surrounding the process of sourcing and obtaining external 
information, as presented in section 4.2.3. In discussing knowledge acquisition, 
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managers provided examples of a time consuming and often complex process where 
multiple sources were typically accessed in pursuit of new knowledge.  Cohen and 
Levinthal (1990, p. 132) observe that in situations where external information is not 
closely related to ongoing activity then key individuals with  role specialisation are 
important for “boundary-spanning” in the transfer of knowledge from the external 
environment into the organisation.   As discussed earlier, the non-profit sector is 
undergoing a period of rapid and complex change and therefore acquisition of 
external information is best supported by specialist expertise  In small organisations, 
in the absence of a team of individuals that allow for specialisation, it is not 
unexpected that functionally isolated managers would identify that they invest a 
considerable amount of time in locating and cross-referencing or validating 
information as accurate and appropriate for the organisation.    
Another strategy that was identified as common practice by managers in this 
study was the use of subscriptions to member organisations, such as peak bodies, and 
specialist services.  Managers reported that the value of these subscriptions and 
purchased services was that they provided accurate information in a timely and 
accessible manner.  While the value of such externally contracted services is 
challenged by Cohen and Levinthal (1990) in terms of poor contribution to an 
organisation’s absorptive capacity, potential time lags, and failure to be firm-specific, 
in the context of this study it would appear that the process of brokering external 
supports in the non-profit sector in fact serves to augment these organisations’ 
absorptive capacities. The primary benefit of purchasing this support is derived from 
the value of having specialist ‘team members’ on-hand that reduce the time-lags and 
possible errors that otherwise occur as a result of individual managers needing to 
become competent in every new subject area.   
In terms of information sources for acquiring new knowledge, the managers in 
this study identified the use of preferred  sources which is in keeping with Zahra and 
George’s (2002) proposition that knowledge acquisition is a path dependent 
capability where success in past experiences influences future search choices  
However, as noted above, managers also indicated that they accessed multiple 
sources in the process of acquiring sufficient information in any new area.  Analysis 
of the comments describing the process suggests that the experience or ‘path-
dependence’ in these instances may be that unfamiliar information needs to be cross 
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referenced for the manager to be confident in it and to up-skill sufficiently to be able 
to work with it, even though that is a time consuming process.  Alternatively, the 
multi-source approach may also be a dynamic response to the pressure of sectoral 
change and the recognition that new and diverse sources are needed, since path 
dependence has also been found to risk locking a manager into an increasingly 
redundant route if significant industry changes occur (Teece, 2007).  Certainly the 
functionally isolated aspect of managers in small organisations means that ultimate 
decisions in terms of information accuracy and adequacy play a critical role in 
determining organisational outcomes.   
5.2.3 Integrating new knowledge 
Finally, the theme of integrating new knowledge and the findings presented in 
section 4.2.4 is discussed below.  This theme of knowledge integration incorporated 
processes for both the understanding of new knowledge, and for the transformation 
of new knowledge into organisational activities as a product of social interactions. In 
terms of process, integrating new knowledge is representative of a critical stage that 
follows on from where external information is acquired to where it is internalised as 
knowledge and becomes part of organisational practice. 
This study identified that understanding, or assimilation, of knowledge was a 
distinct process for managers.  This is consistent  with a finding by Jansen et al. 
(2005) that acquisition, assimilation, transformation and exploitation  were four  
empirically distinct dimensions.  It also found that knowledge assimilation was 
closely linked to both knowledge acquisition in terms of accessing external sources 
to seek further information, and to transformation in terms of accessing external 
sources for problem solving and validation.  The nature of the connection between 
these dimensions was found to be complex and recursive in that, in order to fully 
assimilate newly acquired information and thereby acquire knowledge, managers 
reported revisiting sources or accessing new sources.  So too, in order to integrate 
knowledge there were multiple stages of review through shared problem solving or 
validation. 
Zahra and George (2002) posit that assimilation refers to the processes that 
allow the organisation to analyse, interpret and understand the information that has 
been obtained from external sources.  In their model, assimilation flows on from 
acquisition as the second component of potential absorptive capacity (Zahra & 
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George, 2002).  In contrast, Todorova and Durisin (2007) argue that assimilation and 
knowledge transformation are alternative paths between acquisition and exploitation 
and that knowledge may move backwards and forwards between  them before being 
successfully incorporated into the organisation’s knowledge base. The multi-stage, 
multi-source knowledge identification, assimilation and integration process described 
by managers in this study best fits Todorova and Durisin’s (2007) iterative process 
rather than the pipeline process put forward by Zahra and George (2002). 
Overall, the complex and recursive processes of understanding and 
incorporating new information undertaken by managers in this study aligns with 
Lane, Koka and Pathak’s (2006) model where dimensions of  exploratory learning 
(recognise and understand) and transformative learning (relating new to what is 
known) are dynamically influenced by a number of external and internal drivers. 
Included in their model, Lane, Koka and Pathak  (2006, p. 856) suggest that the 
antecedent “characteristics of learning relationships” is an external driver that 
facilitates the ease of understanding new knowledge.   
The social approach to learning, problem solving and generating new ideas is 
well recognised and the findings that managers in this study accessed other 
individuals to support knowledge transfer is consistent to research findings in a 
number of other contexts, including: intra-organisation knowledge transfer (Hansen, 
1999), SME consortia and collaborative network processes (Rejeb-Khachlouf et al., 
2011; Tell, 2000), and entrepreneurship, where external ties have been found to 
provide access to a wider range of resources and are important in supporting 
innovation and commercial activities (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003).  
Importantly, in this study, external sources were found to not only support new 
knowledge identification, acquisition and assimilation, but also the typically internal 
active process of integration of knowledge into organisational activities.  In 
considering the association between individual absorptive capacity and an 
organisation’s absorptive capacity Cohen and Levinthal (1990, p. 133) argued that 
organisational capacity would be dependent on “the links across a mosaic of 
individual capabilities” from within the firm.  In contrast, the findings presented in 
this research suggest that the individual managers use their external professional 
networks to form such a mosaic.  In this way the process of integrating new 
knowledge into new organisational activities is more aligned to reciprocal inter-firm 
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learning put forward by Lubatkin, Florin and Lane (2001) than to the firm level 
model presented by Zahra and George (2002). The findings in this study show that 
the iterative integration processes undertaken by managers are conducted with 
external sources, unlike Zahra and George’s (2002) assertion that knowledge is 
acquired externally and then transformed through internal social mechanisms.  
Of particular importance in terms of knowledge transfer processes was the 
finding that managers accessed individual members of their professional network 
differently for different types of knowledge resource.  Where one person may be 
accessed for new information, resource sharing, problem solving and validation, 
another may only be accessed for one or two of these resources.  Cross, Borgatti and 
Parker (2001) examined this phenomenon in the advice network of human resource 
managers in a large conglomerate and found multiplexity but also a uni-dimensional 
scale where an individual who provided a higher level of benefit such as validation is 
also likely to provide the other benefits lower on the scale such as solutions.  The 
findings of this study were only partially consistent with Cross et al. (2001) in so far 
as multiplexity was present but there did not appear to be a scale for resource 
benefits.  In this study, where one person was identified as important in terms of one 
type of knowledge resource such as new information, the manager may have equally 
identified them as more, or less, important for another knowledge type such as 
problem solving. As will be discussed in the next section, a range of factors 
influencing selection and differential access of individuals from the professional 
network were identified in the qualitative analysis. 
Finally, in terms of knowledge integration, Lubatkin et al. (2001) concluded 
that co-discovery requires a number of partnership characteristics for inter-firm 
learning to succeed including having a similar basic knowledge base, a reputation for 
being a good partner, and similar vision and strategic motivations but with different 
commercial objectives. However, Inkpen and Tsang (2005) also identified that 
different network types including strategic alliances, industrial districts and intra-
corporate networks function differently both structurally and relationally, and that 
regard for the network type is critical to understanding the characteristics of the 
network being examined.  
In considering the public sector context, Hartley and Benington (2006) note 
key differences from the private sector in network processes, particularly that the 
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non-profit environment has a history of co-production of knowledge and of public 
sharing of knowledge which potentially predisposes organisations to operate within a 
collaborative learning framework.  The findings from this study in terms of the form 
and relational characteristics of managers’ ego networks, and associated relationship 
with knowledge acquisition and integration are discussed in the next section. 
5.3 NEW KNOWLEDGE NETWORKS - FORM AND RELATIONS 
As discussed above, network processes were found to be important for the 
managers in terms of acquiring new knowledge and particularly for integrating new 
knowledge into their organisation.  This section discusses the results that relate to the 
third research question regarding the structure and relational characteristics of a 
manager’s professional knowledge network.   
5.3.1 Ego network structure 
The structure of an individual’s network has been found to influence the 
transfer of information (Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1973). In this study, network 
structure was examined in terms of alter similarity to the manager, alter diversity, 
and network density.  Not surprisingly, given the small sizes of their organisations, 
the knowledge exchange networks of the individual managers were found to be 
dominated by members external to the organisation.    These managers indicated that 
their primary network connections drew from a number of different occupational 
roles (for example: managers, social service workers, solicitors, and human resource 
specialists) or community roles, such as management committee members; but with 
few exceptions these contacts all operated within the human services sector allowing 
for flows of industry-relevant knowledge.   
This finding of industry related rather than personal knowledge contacts is 
consistent with Zahra and George’s (2002) assertion that knowledge sources need to 
be sufficiently complementary to be valuable.  However, it is in contrast to research 
findings by Jack (2005) and Murphy and Young (1995) that identified the high use of 
social and family connections by small business owners.  Only one manager 
identified acquiring information through personal connections and even in those 
instances the manager identified that the two individuals worked within a closely 
related industry, further supporting the notion of the value of complementarity.  The 
point of difference when making a comparison to small private businesses may be 
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that unlike the private sector, the social service sector has a history of inter-agency 
networks and mechanisms for information sharing that are often supported by local 
government and funding bodies (Hartley & Benington, 2006).    
Within the bounds of these industry related contacts there was a moderate to 
high diversity, or heterogeneity, in the majority of managers’ networks in terms of 
alters’ ages, gender, and roles, which suggests that a manager finds value in alters 
with points of difference to the manager.  Diversity in source location and functional 
role has been shown to increase access to diverse sources of knowledge in teams in 
global organisations (Cummings, 2004). However, the potential benefits of diverse 
groups have also been found to be at risk of being reduced through ineffective 
communication (Reagans & Zuckerman, 2001).  In terms of absorptive capacity 
Cohen and Levinthal (1990) identify that diverse knowledge structures maximise 
creative possibilities but also recognise the need for some overlap of knowledge to 
enable communication.  
The functionally isolated aspect of the individual managers means that learning 
alliances that develop with others are external to the organisation and as such can be 
seen to operate as a relative absorptive capacity where one individual’s ability to 
value and assimilate knowledge is determined by a relative relationship between their 
knowledge and the other knowledge bases and organisational structure. (Lane & 
Lubatkin, 1998)  While these relationships need to be positively related there is also 
a need for different specialised knowledge if inter-organisational learning is to occur 
(Lane & Lubatkin, 1998).  Overall when assessing the findings from this research 
there is support for an interpretation that there is a beneficial level of diversity within 
the ego network but that ties are closely enough related to ensure communication is 
not impeded.   
The final structural element for discussion is that of network density.  Only one 
manager in this study had a high density network compared with the remaining eight 
managers who had low to moderately low density networks.  High network density 
has been found to increase knowledge transfer among network members (Reagans & 
McEvily, 2003) as the more network members that are connected to each other the 
more easily information can flow.  However Cohen and Levinthal (1990) also 
discuss that while an amount of redundancy in network connections may be useful 
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for ensuring good cross-communication, during conditions of rapid change it may be 
more beneficial to have fewer redundant ties.    
Networks with structural holes as a result of non-redundant ties have been 
found to gain access to new information in a more timely manner  (Burt, 1992) and 
be more beneficial in knowledge creation (Burt, 2004). However, the inter-firm 
collaboration research by Ahuja (2000), which examined the effect of structural 
holes in firm’s ego-networks on innovation, challenges a universal optimal structure, 
instead supporting a finding that optimal structure is contingent on the actions the 
structure seeks to facilitate.  On that basis, particular external circumstances may at 
times better suit a network with few ties which could facilitate a position of high 
information benefits from exchange partners, and at other times, a higher level of 
cohesion which could facilitate trust (Ahuja, 2000).   Again this highlights the need 
to be mindful of the context in which this study was undertaken as it is possible that 
the finding of managers’ low density networks, and focus on information benefits as 
a primary driver on managers preferred networks, is reflective of a period of rapid 
change and instability. 
5.3.2 Relational characteristics  
As Knoke and Yange (2008, p. 6) identified, “ the two indispensable elements 
of any social network are actors and relations”.  In the context of this study, network 
relations were interpreted in terms of knowledge exchange, including transactional 
exchange of resources; instrumental exchange of information such as advice; and 
affective attitudes to exchange relationships.  The characteristics of the network 
relations that were identified as important to participants are discussed below.   
Firstly, alter accessibility and reliability were both identified as critical 
characteristics by managers in determining the use of a source for knowledge 
acquisition.  As presented in section 4.2.3, knowledge alter accessibility was 
characterised by providing either quicker or easier access to resources and 
information, and knowledge alter reliability was characterised by proven know-how; 
experience; or a willingness to engage.  These findings are consistent with the study 
by Borgatti and Cross (2003) that found that relational characteristics of knowing 
what a person knows, valuing what they know, and being able to access it were 
important to intra-organisation information seeking. There is a recognised risk in 
seeking information from individuals based on past experiences of characteristics 
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such as accessibility and reliability, that more relevant current knowledge and 
expertise does not get accessed (Teece, 2007).  However, in this study, it was the 
brokered peak bodies and professional services that were identified as particularly 
important in terms of these characteristics, with an articulated expectation that these 
bodies have a contractual responsibility to not only be available but to provide 
current information and a high level of expertise to the manager. 
With regards to transactional and instrumental knowledge exchange the 
multiplexity of relationships has already been identified and partially discussed in 
section 5.2.  In considering the underlying reasons for choosing knowledge alters 
differentially, managers identified a clear awareness of inclusion and exclusion based 
on perceptions of the alters ability to engage in functional exchanges such as problem 
solving, and more affective relational attributes such as perceived trust and length of 
relationship. The lack of a finding of a dominant attribute suggests a complex 
interaction between the relative values of relational characteristics such as trust and 
respect and content characteristics such as expertise, experience and resources.  
Strong interpersonal ties have been found to enhance knowledge transfer and 
learning through the establishment of trust and reciprocity (Levin & Cross, 2004), 
but equally Granovetter’s (1973) observations on the strength of weak ties highlight 
the novel information benefits of an extended network.  As discussed earlier, the 
managers in this study identified differing tie strengths for different alters, however 
they also identified differing tie strength with the same alter for different knowledge 
types.  Somewhat similar to Hansen’s (1999) findings it would appear that there is no 
one optimal network for knowledge sharing and that managers of small organisations 
utilise a fluid and dynamic approach to their professional ego network.  
The sub-themes of preferential selection and temporal nature that arose from 
the post-network survey interviews were reflective of the utilitarian way in which 
managers discussed changes in their preferred knowledge alters on the basis of 
changing focus or need over time. In their review of interpersonal knowledge 
network research, Phelps, Heidl and Wadhwa (2012, p. 1123) identify the conflicting 
nature of research in this area and posit that perhaps “ a trade-off exists between 
social cohesion in an ego network and structural diversity”. Support for the idea of a 
network appropriate to the conditions has been found in comparative studies of type 
of industry (Rowley, Behrens & Krackhardt, 2000) and stages of firm evolution (Hite 
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& Hesterly, 2001).   More recently a theory of deliberate action in collaborative 
networks in the public sector has been proposed where purposeful action is directed 
at strategic network building and use in order to optimise network potential (Keast & 
Mandell, 2013). 
Certainly, in this study, the functionally isolated managers were found to 
operate in a directive and strategic manner in obtaining resources from their 
professional networks.  Critically, the relative importance of the relational and 
functional attributes of their professional network at any one time was variable and 
contingent on prioritised needs. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
In this chapter, the focus of the research is restated followed by the 
presentation of the key research findings with a statement of their theoretical and 
practical implications.  The chapter concludes with a discussion of the modified 
conceptual model, research limitations and suggestions for future research.   
The ability of a manager to access new information and generate new 
knowledge is known to be critical to the functioning and success of their 
organisation, but the mechanisms and processes they use to do this are poorly 
understood at the individual level and in the non-profit context.  This thesis sought to 
provide insights into the processes and mechanisms used by managers of small non-
profit social services for new knowledge identification, acquisition and assimilation 
into their organisation.  These research objectives were explored through the lens of 
absorptive capacity and social network theories. 
Absorptive capacity theory bridges the fields of organisational learning, 
knowledge transfer and dynamic capability, and has the potential to be useful in 
understanding and explaining knowledge capture and use in the non-profit sector. 
This thesis has argued that non-profit organisations differ from the private sector as a 
consequence of their different social, economic and political drivers making it 
critical to assess absorptive capacity theory in this context rather than just assuming 
relevance. 
This research programme had a primary focus on exploring the key processes 
and inter-relationships of five dimensions of knowledge absorption in the non-profit 
sector.  These dimensions were: activation triggers, knowledge identification and 
acquisition, knowledge assimilation, knowledge transformation, and social 
integration mechanisms.  The research questions addressed were: (1) what processes 
trigger new knowledge awareness for managers of small non-profit social service 
organisations? (2) what processes do managers of small non-profit social service 
organisations use to acquire, and assimilate new knowledge? and (3) what is the 
structure, and relational characteristics of a manager’s personal network for 
knowledge acquisition, assimilation and integration?  
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Given the nascent nature of this area of research an exploratory research design 
was employed using a mixed methods approach of semi-structured interviews and 
social network analysis to obtain and analyse the data. The key findings that emerged 
from the research are presented in the next section. 
6.1 KEY FINDINGS 
The three key findings from this research were that: 
a) Managers were vigilant for new information triggers and valued the 
identification and acquisition of new knowledge; 
b) The knowledge assimilation and integration processes used by managers were 
active and iterative;  
c) External professional networks were critical to the process of integrating new 
knowledge into the manager’s organisation. 
These findings and the subsequent theoretical and practical implications are 
now examined in more detail. 
6.1.1 Trigger vigilance and the importance of new knowledge to managers 
This study identified that the managers interviewed proactively maintained 
strategies to ensure that their awareness of new information was triggered (sections 
4.2.2 and 5.1).  New knowledge was found to be of such importance to the managers 
that it warranted the investment of scarce resources and time to secure it (sections 
4.2.1 and 5.2.1). 
Unlike findings in small private businesses, the managers’ primary trigger 
sources were not personal contacts but rather contacts that specialise in legal and 
regulatory information. These findings add support to Zahra and George’s (2002) 
propositions regarding the influence of information triggers on the locus of search 
and allocation of resources to acquiring new information.  The managers’ vigilance 
for information was found to be influenced by a combination of trigger intensity, 
frequency and sources in the sector resulting in a self-reinforcing feedback system 
focussed on regulatory change.  This finding builds on Todorova and Durisin’s 
(2007) call to recognise the system dynamics in absorptive capacity processes. The 
theme of valuing new knowledge that emerged in this study identified that there was 
a response to feedback from the intensity of information triggers which acted as a 
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powerful process driver.  This driver led managers of small social services to be 
increasingly vigilant for new triggers and served to reinforce perceptions of the 
importance of particular new knowledge and influenced subsequent resource 
allocation.   
The practical implications of this finding are important.  This study found that 
the managers in the sample population were distinctly aware of the need to stay 
current with new information on regulatory and administrative requirements if their 
organisations were to retain funding and continue to deliver services to their 
community.  These managers made strategic investments of time and financial 
resources in acquiring new knowledge, as well as employing strategies to ensure that 
they received triggers about upcoming changes. A key implication arising from this 
is the negative impact of scarce resources being directed at predominantly regulatory 
and administrative change rather than the organisation’s core social mission.  The 
challenge of balancing priorities was not only identified as having an impact on 
organisational outcomes but also as having a personal impact on these isolated 
managers.  These findings add support to the call by the Productivity Commission 
(2010) for reduction in the rate and complexity of regulatory change if such 
organisations are to be sustainable and meet their social objectives. 
6.1.2 Knowledge assimilation and integration – an iterative process 
The absorptive capacity dimensions of assimilation and integration were found 
to be distinct dimensions in this study.  Importantly, these processes of understanding 
new knowledge and incorporating new knowledge into organisational practices were  
generally found to involve multiple recursive stages undertaken as part of problem 
solving, learning, cross-checking and validating new knowledge (sections 4.2.4 and 
5.2.3). At a theoretical level this research contributes to the debate on the relationship 
between these dimensions with the finding that managers engage in complex and 
iterative processes to assimilate and incorporate knowledge being much closer in 
nature to the dynamic model of absorptive capacity proposed by Todorova & Durisin 
(2007) than the pipeline process proposed by Zahra and George (2002).   
The practical implication of such a dynamic process for assimilating and 
integrating knowledge is that managers need to allocate time and have suitable 
access to resources for it to be able to take place. Managers of small organisations 
are generalist practitioners who must access a range of external specialist supports to 
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understand and incorporate new knowledge into the organisation.  Wherever 
possible, policy implementation strategies that recognise and support this process and 
provide realistic timelines around transitional arrangements would be beneficial to 
efficient and effective sector administration.   
6.1.3 External professional networks and knowledge transfer 
The final key finding in this research was that external professional networks 
were critical to knowledge integration into organisational activities as well as for 
knowledge acquisition and assimilation (section 5.3).  
The importance of external networks to these managers in terms of knowledge 
transformation was perhaps not unexpected when the functionally isolated nature of 
the role is considered.  However, of particular note was the finding that the networks 
consisted of professional contacts, rather than personal contacts as has been found in 
small commercial enterprises. These professional contacts were found to work 
predominantly within the social sector supporting Cohen and Levinthal’s (1990) 
theorised value of complementary knowledge in knowledge transfer.  Also brokered 
or contractual relationships with specialist services were important components of 
the managers’ networks, as specialist knowledge was identified as particularly 
critical to aiding the understanding and integration of new knowledge.  
Overall, it would appear that each manager’s network leads to a meta-
organisation that serves to augment the functional size and capacity of the 
organisation. These networks serve to provide a mosaic of individuals with sufficient 
complementary and diverse knowledge to ensure that managers can not only acquire 
and assimilate new knowledge, but also integrate it into the organisation through 
social mechanisms.   
The second aspect found in these external relations was that both relational 
attributes such as perceived trust and functional attributes such as willingness to 
share resources, influenced perceived alter importance and value.  In the study, 
managers were found to differentiate between the relative importance of individual 
knowledge alters on the basis of the knowledge type they were seeking.  Managers 
indicated that their selection of knowledge alters changes over time depending on the 
focus or operational needs of the organisation.  The findings indicate that this is a 
pragmatic approach that is a function of managers being strategic in addressing the 
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perceived needs of the organisation and is possible because the ties are external and 
professional rather than personal.   
6.1.4 Theoretical relevance of absorptive capacity to the non-profit sector 
Overall in this study, the theoretical framework of absorptive capacity was 
found to be largely applicable to the non-profit sector.  In this section, points of 
theoretical similarity and difference are described and used to revise the initial 
conceptual model from section 2.5.1 and presented in Figure 6-1.   
The findings of this study demonstrated several points of similarity with 
existing absorptive capacity theory.  Firstly, there were distinct processes for 
acquiring, assimilating, and transforming new knowledge as initially conceptualised 
by Cohen and Levinthal (1990).  Information triggers were found to be key 
antecedents to knowledge acquisition and these triggers served to flag new 
information as well as driving the locus of knowledge seeking as proposed by Zahra 
and George (2002). These features remain unchanged between the initial conceptual 
model (Figure 2-5) and the revised model (Figure 6-1). 
 
Figure 6-1 Revised conceptual model for absorptive capacity in small non-profit 
organisations. 
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The finding of complex and iterative processes between assimilating and 
integrating knowledge is reflected in the placement of dimensions two and three next 
to one another and the circular connection by block arrows.  The arrows represent the 
dynamic nature of knowledge transfer backwards and forwards between the 
processes of assimilation and transformation.  This adjustment reflects the process 
theorised by Todorova and Durisin (2007)  and is counter to the pipeline model of 
Zahra and George (2002).  The social network analysis provided support for social 
integration mechanisms assisting the processes of knowledge assimilation and 
transformation as theorised (Lane et al., 2006; Todorova & Durisin, 2007; Zahra & 
George, 2002) and as reflected in the revised model.  
The major point of theoretical difference arising from this study was that the 
social integration mechanisms were through external professional contacts, not 
internal organisational members or personal contacts.  These contacts were found to 
form the mosaic of individuals needed for social integration of new knowledge. The 
external nature of the absorptive capacity dimensions and the relationship of these to 
the manager at the individual level are reflected in Figure 6-1. As discussed in 6.1.3 
external contacts effectively augment the organisational team size. This allows for 
complementary knowledge and skills lacking within the organisation to be sourced as 
and when needed depending on the focus or operational needs of the organisation.   
This research has contributed to the understanding of absorptive capacity 
processes at an individual level in social services.  It has demonstrated that 
knowledge is valued and actively transferred into these small organisations through 
the support of external professional networks.   These absorptive capacity processes 
and networks are critical to organisational performance and need to be understood 
further.  
6.2 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
This section addresses the research limitations and suggestions for future 
research that arose from the findings.  Limitations in the research design were 
addressed earlier in section 2.5.    
At the conceptual level this study found that key elements of the absorptive 
capacity model were relevant to the social service sector although the study findings 
are not generalisable due to the small sample size. The lack of pre-existing robust 
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measures of absorptive capacity and its sub components constrained the research to a 
qualitative exploratory approach. However, the finding that absorptive capacity was 
applicable in this study supports the merit of further research in the non-profit 
context and the development of such measures. It will also be necessary to develop 
and test any measures in large organisations and across the wider non-profit sector, 
such as educational institutions, arts bodies and mutual associations, as social 
services are only one sub-set of the diverse non-profit sector.   
This study identified that the managers’ ego-networks for accessing, sharing, 
and applying new knowledge were fluid and highly changeable in nature, contingent 
on the type of knowledge resource being accessed.  It also found that relational and 
functional attributes had different weighting, again contingent on the manager’s 
perceived need for the information or knowledge.  Such fluid networks may be 
characteristic of a sector under pressure and subject to a high degree of political and 
regulatory change, and the networks may be less dynamic in a period of stability. 
This study only examined the networks during one time period requiring further 
research to determine the relative characteristics of such networks during periods of 
stable governance.  Given the importance of the external networks to organisational 
performance in this study the extent to which relational and functional attributes 
impact the flow of resources needs to be quantified. 
Finally, the exploratory nature of this study meant that more data was collected 
and analysed than was later found to be directly relevant to the research questions.  
From this, other practical issues relevant to the sector were highlighted that warrant 
further investigation. The impact of systemic change on social service provision by 
these non-government organisations was a dominant issue to emerge from the 
thematic data analysis. This presented in two ways, the first of which was the 
suggestion that  mission-drift was being induced by the need to allocate resources to 
meet regulatory and legislative demands at the expense of directing resources 
towards the organisation’s social mission.  The second issue related to changes in 
funding processes, such as the introduction of competitive tendering with the 
suggestion that these may have an impact on external relations and collaborative 
processes even within existing networks.  The implication is that collaborative 
processes and therefore knowledge transfer may be affected if competitive advantage 
is at stake. This latter issue would suggest that the collaboration that was previously a 
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defining aspect of the non-profit social service sector may be at risk.   Both of these 
systemic issues require further exploration as part of understanding the dynamics of 
the non-profit operational environment.   
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Appendix C 
Initial code list  
Category / Code Sub-code Descriptor or memo 
Sources of new information  Specific network members Individuals or members of an 
existing group or personal 
professional network 
 Internet  
 Community / local forums Broader networks not personal 
professional network 
 Internal communication Intra organisation 
 Social links Personal  
 Association Memberships Including  peak orgs, HR and 
Business support affiliations 
 Purchased advice Specific contracted support 
 Government agency Either direct staff or internet 
 Formal learning External training  
New Knowledge Trigger 
Source 
Specific network Network named by participant 
 Social connections Personal connections 
 Other information seeking Accidental  learning 
 Formal network subscriptions  
 Suppliers / Clients Stakeholders 
 Internal communication  
New Knowledge Trigger 
Type 
 Nature of trigger eg 
regulatory; client; practice; 
technology 
Networks Information Flows  
 Relational characteristics  
Knowledge seeking 
motivation 
Risk management  
 Competitive advantage  
 Community benefit / mission  
 Sector changes  
 Operational stability  
Knowledge Seeking Nature Active  
 Passive  
 Seeking understanding Assimilation rather that 
identification 
Prior experience Seeking information   
 Assimilating information   
Manager’s role Complexity  
 Client support  
 Governance liaison   
 Community  
 Operational   
 
  
 144 Appendices 
Appendix D 
Illustrative list of themes 
Main theme Sub-theme Description Example 
Information 
triggers 
Nature Classification of trigger 
event by nature e.g. 
regulatory; client related; 
operational; technological. 
“that is where they talked about 
all not-for-profits getting cut by 
3.75%” 
 Source Identification of person or 
organisation that raised 
awareness of new 
information. 
“it was an email via employer 
services that we first heard of it” 
 Vigilance Indication of strategies and 
actions that support new 
information being flagged. 
“we get email and newsletters 
and pay for the subscription… so 
that we can still remain members 





Comments on challenges 
and choices in keeping up 
with new knowledge and 
fulfilling other aspects of 
manager’s role.  
“my relationship with new 
information has been conditioned 
to “oh my god” there is more 
work I have to do” 
 Personal 
motivation 
Statements on the value of 
new knowledge from a 
personal perspective. 
“I’m one of those people that 
likes to keep getting 
information…I read continuously 
even when I’m at home.” 
 Organisational 
importance 
Reflections on the 
importance of new 
knowledge to the 
organisation. 
“It means that we have a larger 
knowledge base…and therefore 
more capabilities and even 
avenues to draw on.” 
 Community 
support 
Comments related to the 
way in which new 
knowledge both supports the 
community and is informed 
by the community. 
“I’m accountable to the women 
and children that we 
support…there is a requirement 





Descriptions of process in 
new knowledge acquisition. 
“The steps that we take are see 
what is actually out there, see 
what we can get from other 
agencies we work with...look at 
stuff online…all of that kind of 
thing.” 
 Investment Reflections on time and 
resource allocation to 
acquisition of new 
knowledge. 
“I know we need to do it but it is 
so time consuming.” 
 Source 
reliability 
Comments on source with 
regards to dependability 
and/or expectation of 
accuracy; experience; 
willingness to share.  
“So that information you are 
getting is not hearsay information 




Comments on source with 
regards to ease of access to 
new knowledge. 
“We’re quite a conservative lot 
up here, so it’s hard to break 
down those barriers to get 
information.” 






Processes that relate to 
understanding new 
information. 
“I still didn’t understand so I got 
back to him and he put me onto 
someone he thought was a 





Identification of social 
interactions that provide 
functional support e.g. 
problem solving; resource 
sharing. 
“We could actually sit together 
and talk about how we interpret 
the award and where we get 





Reflections on relational 
characteristics that support 
collaborative working 
practices, such as trust; 
respect; length of 
relationship 
“The relationship is strong and 
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Appendix E 
Raw data for number of alters accessed by ego for knowledge type  
Table 1: Number of alters accessed for new information by importance  
 
 ID Importance Total alters 
accessed 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
MGR1 2 3 2 3 0 10 
MGR2 0 2 4 3 0 9 
MGR3 1 1 0 2 0 4 
MGR4 2 0 3 1 1 7 
MGR5 3 3 1 1 1 9 
MGR6 6 3 0 0 0 9 
MGR7 1 2 1 1 0 5 
MGR8 2 1 0 3 4 10 
MGR9 3 2 3 0 0 8 
Average 2.22 1.89 1.56 1.56 0.67 7.89 
 
Table 2: Number of alters accessed for resource sharing by importance  
 ID Importance Total alters 
accessed 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
MGR1 2 3 2 1 2 10 
MGR2 0 3 6 0 0 9 
MGR3 1 1 1 2 4 9 
MGR4 3 0 4 2 1 10 
MGR5 3 3 2 0 1 9 
MGR6 7 2 1 0 0 10 
MGR7 1 1 0 2 1 5 
MGR8 3 1 2 3 1 10 
MGR9 4 2 3 1 0 10 
Average 2.67 1.78 2.33 1.22 1.11 9.11 
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Table 3: Number of alters accessed for problem solving by importance  
 ID Importance Total alters 
accessed 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
MGR1 2 2 3 1 2 10 
MGR2 3 4 2 1 0 10 
MGR3 1 1 1 1 1 5 
MGR4 2 0 4 2 0 8 
MGR5 4 3 1 1 1 10 
MGR6 4 1 1 0 0 6 
MGR7 1 1 0 1 0 3 
MGR8 3 1 3 2 1 10 
MGR9 5 2 1 1 0 9 
Average 2.78 1.67 1.78 1.11 0.56 7.89 
 
 
Table 4: Number of alters accessed for validation by importance  
 ID Importance Total alters 
accessed 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
MGR1 2 2 2 2 2 10 
MGR2 0 3 5 2 0 10 
MGR3 1 0 0 1 2 4 
MGR4 2 1 2 0 0 5 
MGR5 5 3 1 0 1 10 
MGR6 2 1 0 0 0 3 
MGR7 1 1 0 0 0 2 
MGR8 3 2 0 5 0 10 
MGR9 3 2 3 1 0 9 
Average 2.11 1.67 1.44 1.22 0.56 7.00 
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Appendix F 























New info 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 4 4 4 
Resource 
sharing 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 4 5 5 
Problem 
solving 1 1 2 3 2 3 3 4 5 5 
Validation 1 1 2 3 2 3 4 4 5 5 
           






















New info 4 3 3 2 2 3 3 5 4 4 
Resource 
sharing 2 3 3 2 2 3 3 5 3 3 
Problem 
solving 1 1 1 3 2 2 2 2 3 4 
Validation 3 4 4 2 2 2 3 3 3 3 
           






















New info 1   2   4 4         
Resource 
sharing 2 1 3   4 4 5 5 5 5 
Problem 
solving 2 1   3 5 4         
Validation 1   4   5 5         
           






















New info 1 1   3   3 3 5 4   
Resource 
sharing 4 1 1 3 1 3 3 3 5 4 
Problem 
solving 4 1   1   3 3 4 3 3 
Validation 1 1       2 3     3 
                      






















New info 1 1 1   3 2   2 5 4 
Resource 
sharing 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 3 3 5 
Problem 
solving 1 2 1 2 1 1 2 4 5 3 
Validation 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 3 2 5 






















New info 1 1 1 1 1 1   2 2 2 
Resource 
sharing 1 3 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 
Problem 
solving 1   1 1     1 2 3   
Validation 2   1 1             






















New info 1   2   2 3   4     
Resource 
sharing 1     2     5   4 4 
Problem 
solving 2 1           4     
Validation 2 1                 






















New info 1 1 2 5 5 4 4 5 4 5 
Resource 
sharing 1 1 1 2 4 3 3 5 4 4 
Problem 
solving 1 1 1 2 3 3 3 4 4 5 
Validation 1 1 1 4 2 2 4 4 4 4 






















New info 1 1 2   1   3 3 2 3 
Resource 
sharing 1 1 1 1 2 2 3 3 3 4 
Problem 
solving 1 1 1 1 2 1   3 2 4 
Validation 1 1 3 1   2 3 2 3 4 
 
